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Unit 1
INTRODUCTION TO MEDIEVAL POETRY

Unit Structure :

1.1 Objective

1.2 Introducing medieval poets

1.3 Works of the poets

1.4 Characteristics of Medieval poetry.

1.5 Genres of Medieval poetry

1.6 Socio-political context of the Medieval England.
1.7 Summing Up

1.8 References and Suggested Reading.

1.1 Objective:

This unit introduces you to the forms of medieval poetry,the age, its
socio-historical context and the practitioners of the period who have
shaped the medieval literature. We will familiarize you with the
different genres of the middle English poetry. Further this unit will
lead towards the development of the language, the literary scholarship
of the practitioners and their stylistic skills. With this aim in view this
unit is designed to help you to:

. Familiarize you to the poets of the medieval period.

. Acquaint you with the characteristics and genres of the
medieval poetry.

. Understanding the literary and the historical context of the
medieval verse form

. Exploring the socio-political aspects of the medieval age for a

better understanding of the poetry.
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. Develop your critical faculties so that you can analyze the

poems and you can form your own judgement about the same.

1.2 Introducing the medieval poets:

The development of English poetry of the 14" century is indebted to
the Norman invasion of 1066 when English was occupied by France.
This invasion has changed the shape of English language to a large
extent in the sense that it has pushed aside the Old English use of
language and helped in embarking on the middle English language
which has become the standard English since that period. This
development has revolutionized the language as well as literature and
gave birth to many eminent poets. Amongst them the medieval period
is remembered and it is endowed with the works of the father of
English poetry Geoffrey Chaucer. The other poets of this period are
John Gower and William Langland. Chaucer was born in 1340s and
was the pioneer of the middle English literature. He was one of the
skilled writers of that age. He was born in a family of wine merchants.
Chaucer travelled to many places during that time like Italy, France
and has incorporated the European tradition in his writings. He has
visited Italy in 1372- 73 and during that time he became acquainted
with the works of Petrarch Dante, and Boccaccio. The travel
expeditions have helped Chaucer in mastering his skill of poetry and
experimenting with new forms of poetry. Chaucer was a bourgeois as
he belongs to a family involved trade and commerce and this has
helped him in developing the courtly tradition of poetry and also met
people of different sections of society. Chaucer was an exceptional
writer and apart from that he had great knowledge in the fields of
astrology, medicine, astronomy, philosophy etc. In his lifetime
Chaucer had connections with the kings and early in his career he was
under the service of the king. In 1374, he was appointed as the

Controller of Customs and Subsidy of Wools, Skins and Hides in
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London. In 1386 he was given the title of “Knight of the Shire of
Kent” which was a remarkable stage of his illustrious career. In the
year 1400 Chaucer died and he was buried in the chapel of
Westminster Abbey. John Gower, a contemporary of Chaucer,
Langland, Gawain poet wrote in Latin, French as well as in English.
The poems of the medieval period are read by the minstrels in
Churches and other religious events. It was an oral tradition and it was
diverse in its own way. Not much details are known about Gower’s
life except he has lived much of his life in Kent and Suffolk. It is
known that Gower might have practiced law in London and had
allegiances with the King Henry IV and Richard II which has helped
him in writing his work Confession Amentis. His practicing of law
helped him in his regular income. Chaucer was also fond of Gower
and dedicated his Troilus and Criseyde in part to Gower and Chaucer
used to address him as “Moral Gower.” Gower’s works are religious,
political, moral and experimented with the genre of allegory. Gower
died in the year 1408 and he was buried in the Priory Church now
known as Southwark Cathedral.

William Langland, contemporary of Gower and Chaucer also wrote
about the historical, social, religious issues. He is known for his long
allegorical poem Piers Plowman. He is well known for his alliterative
verse tradition. He was born around 1330 at West Midlands of
England. The author is believed to be William Langland as David
Daiches writes in his book “The author is traditionally taken to be
William Langland and he certainly refers to himself as Will in the
poem; but the attribution is uncertain and in any case it is possible that
the later two of the three main versions of the poem which exist
represent revisions and alterations by one or more other writers.”
(Daiches, 123) Thus it can be deduced that little is known about the
life of the author and he is generally addressed as Piers Plowman. The

author is also believed to be the character of Plowman. But at the same
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the contribution medieval poetry, its characteristics and the genre of
dream allegory is worth mentioning. It is believed that he died in the
latter part of fourteenth century. There are other poets known as the
Gawain poet who was unidentified and has written the medieval
romances based on the Arthurian stories of the “Matter of Britain.” By
now you have become familiar with the poets of middle English
period. In the later sections we will deal with the works and the genres

of medieval poetry.

Stop to Consider

The Middle English literature is also influenced by the earlier
period, Anglo Saxon period. This period spans from the invasion
of Celtic England by the Angles, Saxons and Jutes in the 5%
century till the conquest of Normandy in 1066. In the 7™ century
they have developed their written literature and the prominent
poets were Cynewulf and Caedmon. The well-known epic poem
Beowulf and a few lyric poems are the assets of this period and the
biblical and religious themes were common in this period which is
similar to the middle English period. There is an assumption of the
presence of Arthurian tales in the writings of Anglo Saxon period
as the Welsh poet has mentioned about a brave warrior though not
Arthur but most the traits match with this character who is
extremely popular in the middle English literature. There are
instances of heroic poetry that has developed in the old English
period as well the use of alliterative verses was profound. Beowulf
has closer relations with heroic poetry and the pagan elements
which is again similar to the medieval romance Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight.

Check your Progress
1.Write a note on the types of religious literature of the Middle
Ages?

2.Discuss the importance of the wars in medieval England
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3.Assess the influence of Church on the literature of the Middle
Ages.

4. Write a note on John Gower as a medieval poet and his
contributions.

5. Compare and contrast the medieval English literature with that

of the old English period.

1.3 Works of the Poets.

The poets of the fourteenth century mostly wrote about the ideals of
religion, courtly notions, knights, dreams, romance etc. Fables were
also a popular form and the poets have resorted to various fables of
different origins in their writings. The social and political matters are
reflected in the works of the poets along with the different genres
specific to the middle ages. Among the poets of this period Chaucer
has written extensively. Chaucer’s first narrative poem in the dream
allegory fashion was The Book of the Duchess which was written at the
end of 1369 which was an elegy on the death of Blanche, Duchess of
Lancaster. His works can be divided into French, Italian and English
and he was engaged in many translation works which were written in
French traditions. He was familiar with the works of Guillaume de
Machaut, Jean Froissart and Deschamps and translated a part ofRoman
de la Rose. The Book of the Duchess was taken considerably from the
writing style of Machaut. Chaucer’s next work in the dream tradition is
The House of Fame which was influenced by Dante’s Divina
Commedia. He describes a dream which he found in a temple of glass.
It is religious in nature too. His next poem of importance is The
Parliament of Fowlswhich is written again in the dream allegory form.
The verse form is written in rhyme royal and it is influenced by both
Boccaccio and Dante. It is a celebration of the Saint Valentine’s Day
and it is endowed with the royal courtship ideals. In the middle 1380’s

Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde was a breakthrough in his literary
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career as his stylistic genius was brilliantly displayed. It is considered
to be first English novel based on the Italian phase. It is written in the
tradition of Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato where one can see the issues of
love and betrayal. The background of the story is the Trojan war and
somehow it could be associated with the medieval life. The details of
expression are remarkable which was enhanced by the Chaucer’s own
properties of genius. The best known work for which Chaucer is
remembered is The Canterbury Tales and Prologue toCanterbury
Tales which is a benchmark in his literary career. The Prologue
introduces the characters and the setting and its written in late 1380s.
It was incomplete when Chaucer dies. The tales encompassed the
characters from all walks of life from the medieval England. Most of
Chaucer’s works are influenced by the French or Italian traditions but
the originality of this genius is remarkable. His poems reflected the
age and its people to a large extent in every detail. Chaucer’s
contemporary, poet and friend John Gower wrote in Latin, French and
English. Troilus and Criseyde was dedicated to him by Chaucer and he
gave him the title “Moral Gower.” He was known for his three major
works — Miroir de [’Homme, VoxClamantis and ConfessioAmentis.
The first work is written in French and the last one in English. The
VoxClamantis is a description of the chaotic society of middle English
period and its written in Latin. It is a dream allegory. The
ConfessioAmentis is written in English and it is a collection of tales
dealing with morality, love and sin. There is a description of the poet
meeting Venus, the Queen of love in the woods. Gower’s descriptions
are vivid and it is interspersed with imagination and perception.
Langland was the author of Piers, the Plowman which is again written
in dream allegory fashion. The poem is a description of the dream
sequence and in every episode the religious and moral aspects are

handled with dexterity. The author was distressed by the social and
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moral condition, about the clergy and welfare system and the poem is

a brilliant depiction of the anarchic society of that time.

Stop to Consider —

The contribution of the Caxton printing press (1476) is profound as
it has standardized the language by taking care of the vocabulary
and the spellings. It is a revolutionary moment in the history of
English language as it helped in spreading literacy amongst the
middle class and the upper class as well. It has promoted the
English language as a whole.

Some of the minor poets to name a few are Thomas Chestre , John
Audelay, John Lydgate and Nicholas of Guilford. Chestre was well
known for the middle English romance Sir Launfaul and the 2200
lines poem “LibeausDesconus” and it is known that Chaucer has
parodied this work in his Canterbury tales. Lydgate was a monk as
well as poet and has explored the genres like fabliau. He has
written a poem on the Trojan war. There is a mention of Lydgate in
Chaucer’s The Monk’s Tale. Thomas Malory’s Morte de Arthur are
the tales about the legends of King Arthur and the Knights of the
Round Table. The Arthurian stories are best known from the works

of Malory.

Check Your Progress.

1. Assess how Latin and French literature helped in shaping the
works of medieval poets.

2. Write a note on the impact of Caxton’s printing press on
Middle English language and literature.

3. Examine Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales as a socio-political
document.

4. Langland’s Piers the Plowman is a highly ambitious work
which reflects the corruption of society and mentions sins.
Comment

5. Write a note on the Arthurian tales of Thomas Malory.
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1.4 Characteristics of medieval poetry.

The middle English period saw the birth of the modern English usage
of language. During the reign of King Henry IV English became the
language of the court. In the twelfth century the poetry got expression
in the form of songs which were mandatory for the minstrels and the
troubadours to sing in an epic form praising the rulers and the battles.
The English language has inflections of both Italian and French and
the poets admired these languages as there was a similarity in their
cultures. Most of the French, Latin and Italian works are read and
translated by the English poets. Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio were
the eminent writers and many new developments in the field of poetry
like sonnets, narrative poems, epics had a great impact on the English
poets and Chaucer’s poetry is mostly influenced by Dante and
Boccaccio in his works like Troilus and Criseyde, The Parliament of
Fowls etc. From the following points you will be able to learn the
characteristics, techniques of writing of the Middle English poetry in
brief:

. The medieval poetry is written in the form of epic style which
was extremely popular since the old English period.

J The poems were religious in nature and they were written by
the clerics. Most of the poems were liturgical prayers, hymns, psalms
and they were read by the storytellers, entertainer etc.

o The allegory, dream conventions and lyric are well known
forms of poetry.

o Elements of supernatural and fantasy were used profoundly
which can be traced in the metrical romances of the matter of Britain
especially the Arthurian stories.

. The folk legends are employed in the medieval poetry and it

was present in the Charlemagne legends and the Arthurian tales.
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. Paganism played an important role in fourteenth century
England as the society was essentially primitive and rural and Church
was the center of education, mannerisms, lifestyle etc.

J Marriage and courtly love tradition, subtle sentiments were the
most feasible literary convention. The psychological treatment of
romantic love is present in the works of Chaucer and in the Arthurian
tales especially in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Chivalric
literature gained prominence in this century and it included again the
legends of knights and his adventures. It can be both in prose and verse
as well. There are mentions of battles, events of fantasy in a chivalric
literature. Once again Sir Gawain and the Green knight is one of the
best known examples amongst medieval romances.

o The literary techniques involved the employment of rhyme,
cross rthymes, couplets, tail rhyme stanzas, rhyme royal. The use of
symbols in the medieval poetry is noteworthy and the use of
ornamental language was profound. Another device in the literary style
of the poets were the use of repetitions. The repetitions helped in
emphasizing a particular idea but at times it was monotonous.

o The poetic device of alliteration has deep roots in medieval
literature and it has enhanced the technical skill of the versification.
The old English verses were also heavily alliterative. It is a systematic
pattern where the consonant sounds at the beginning of the word are
repeated and there are two or three stressed syllables in each line of the
poems. The examples of alliterative style that have been adopted by
the poets of this period are Langland’s Piers the Plowman,Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight, the poem Pear/ to mention a few.

Some key literary devices of medieval poetry:

Exemplum: exemplum is widely used by Chaucer and it has

elements in common with allegory. It is a short narrative poem

illustrating a moral and it is mostly used in the religious sermons
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of the time. Chaucer has employed exemplum in his Pardoner’s
Tale and The Nun’s Priests Tale in the late 14™ century. Gower

used exemplum in ConfessioAmentis in an encounter with Venus.

Alliterative revival: Alliterative revival is basically a collection
of poems of the late 14" century. It was a basic device used in
poetry in medieval period. The best known example is Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight.

Rhyme royal: Chaucer was the first to use this literary device
and in his poem “Complaint Unto Pity” and it is also known as
the Chaucerian stanza. It is a stanza form of seven decasyllabic
lines and the rhyme scheme was “ababbcc”. In most of the
Canterbury Tales Chaucer has used this device and also in
Troilus and Criseyde. This technique was carried forward by

other practitioners and was highly experimented in their works.

1.5 Genres of medieval poetry

It is interesting to learn about the early English writers and their
engagement with the textual and stylistic endeavors at a time when
there were conquests and instability in society. In this section of the
unit you will get a brief idea about the characteristics and new trends
of the medieval poetry and how it has developed amidst inflections
from French, imitations and the struggle behind the establishment of a
standard English.

The poetry of the medieval period dealt with the religious themes and
the most of the poems were written in the form of typical medieval
sermons focusing on the ideas of sins, repentance, morality and
biblical living. For example Langland’s Piers Plowman talks about the
sins like gluttony, lechery, etc and focuses on morality and repentance.

Before embarking on the specific genres you should understand about
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the production of the literary texts. In the end of the Middle Ages, in
the year 1476 William Caxton has built the first printing press in
England in Westminster and it has helped in producing books which
are handed over from generations. Earlier the texts were handwritten
and they in the form of manuscripts. In the Old English period
manuscripts were produced in Churches. Most of the texts were
remembered orally as medieval poetry was originally sung by the
minstrels and troubadours in the Churches and the other religious
events. These were performed in the form of romances, ballads,
alliterative poems etc. The romances originated from the ideas of
service, honour, ethics, moral which are mostly based on Christian
virtues. Romances are works of fiction and they are in the form of
adventure stories. The themes of romances are of chivalry, myth,
gallantry or love. The characters belong to the courtly world. There are
elements of supernatural and extravagance describing the heroic
adventures in medieval romances. In medieval romances are taken
from chanson de gestes (French epic poems about the Charlemagne
legends). There are three cycles of medieval romances; (i) the matter
of France dealing with the Charlemagne stories and the stories of the
knights, (i1) the matter of Britain especially about the Arthurian stories,
(ii1) the matter of Rome including the stories of Trojan wars, Thebes
and stories of Alexander. The courtly love poems are well known and
in England two great romances are Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
and Sir Thomas Malory’s prose work Le Morte D’ Arthur. Another
genre of medieval poetry which is taken from France is the fabliau, a
short narrative poem. It is often humorous. The fabliaux has a great
importance in the middle English society as it depicts the middle
classes in the feudal system of that period. It was popular in France in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and in England it became popular
in the fourteenth century. Its written in octosyllabic verse consisting

of 300 to 400 lines. They are satirical in a coarse fashion and also
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attacked the courtly love tradition. In Middle English literature
Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale and Reeve’s Tale are examples of fabliau.
Fabliau takes into the account the students of Oxford and Cambridge
and in Miller’s Tale the oxford student Nicholas composed this fabliau
in particular. A parallel development in the genre of medieval poetry is
the lyric and the ballad. The Greeks defined a lyric as a song to be
sung to the accompaniment of a lyre. A lyric is a short poem of fifty to
sixty lines. In the Old English period the best known lyrics are The
Seafarer, The Wanderer and The Wife’s Lament. The lyrical poetry is
also sung publicly. There were courtly love lyric , folk love poetry
which were sung in the courts and the themes would be like the woes
of the lover. The tradition of courtly love poems traveled through
France and reached England and had far reaching impact on the
English poetry. There were popular Latin hymns which were songs of
the soldiers too and it has influenced both French and English verse. In
the fourteenth century, lyrics depicted the socio-political issues and the
songs were mostly political. The themes were for example people
turning against the king Richard II. The patriotic feeling in lyrics got
expression in the hands of the versifier Laurence Minot who has
attacked the French and the Scots in his political poems. Lyrics
became a form of secular literature and a transition from courtly love
poems was witnessed. The most common theme of the English lyrics
are the religious undertones. Religious poems survived and were
preserved by the clerics and the themes were devotional as well as
moral. The tradition carols were seen in the religious lyric poems sung
during Christmas. The lyrics written praising Christianity and
particularly the sorrows of Mary were common in Middle English
period.

The most popular and well known genre of medieval poetry is the
allegory. Allegory is a story which can be interpreted in various ways

and the stories can play on multiple levels. The interpretations can be
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on a literal level or the symbolical level. The plot of the story can be a
moral story or can be on religious themes, knightly adventures etc. The
term allegory is derived from the Greek word allegoria meaning ,
‘speaking otherwise.” In the Middle Ages there was the allegorical
romance which were influential. The best known specimen of allegory
of the middle ages is the Roman de la Rose and the first part of it is
composed by Guillaume de Lorris about 1227. The second part of the
poem is written by Jean de Meun forty years later. Rose which stands
for the lady love is meant to be obtained in this allegory which is
purely an example of courtly love. Apart from that the woman’s
qualities of being timid and meek are treated effectively and the
different elements of manners are being personified. It was translated
in part by Chaucer.Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is another
remarkable examples of the allegory. It is a tale of knightly
adventures, superstitions and courtly love. It is written in alliterative
blank verse. Dream allegory also became a well-received genre and
the fourteenth century poem “The Pearl” is one of the examples where
the poet falls asleep in a May morning and has dreams of the loss of a
little girl.

Amongst the other genres ballads are narrative poems which are
transmitted orally and the themes were romances, historical events,
common to folk songs. The ballads are considered to Scottish but it
has travelled widely in parts of England and in the late Middle Ages it
has flourished. Some examples of ballads steeped into folk themes are
“Lamkin”, “The Wife of Usher’s Well” “The Twa Sisters” to mention

a few.

Stop to Consider

Dream vision was a popular form of literature in the Middle English
period. The common element that is present in a dream vision is that
the writer goes to sleep in a rural setting and has dreams.

Abstractions become important in a dream vision and it is almost
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similar to the traits of an allegory. Chaucer employed the dream
vision in The Book of Duchess, The Parliament ofFoules, The House
of Fame and the Prologue to the Canterbury tales. The most famous

example is the dream vision of Langland in Piers the Plowman.

Fables were also extremely popular and it has flourished in the
works of Chaucer to a great extent. It is a short narrative may be in
verse or prose which has a moral story in it. Beast fables became
well known during middle ages where non-human creatures became
the characters. It originated in Greece and the early collections is
attributed to Aesop. Beast tales have a satirical purpose also as
through the inanimate characters the social issues are discussed
rather than simply entertaining the readers. The beast fables of
Roman de Renart are most popular and Reynard the Fox was the
main hero and the middle English translation of this fable doesn’t
exist. The beast fables can be found in Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale

and other examples are Fox and Geese, The Fox and the Wolfe.

Check Your Progress

1. Write a note on the relation between church and the concept

of chivalry in the Middle Ages.

2. Discuss the metrical romances of the Middle English period

and how it is a critique of the courtly love tradition.

3. Examine Chaucer’s fables as a socio —political critique of the

Middle Ages.

4. What is dream allegory? Explain the concept with reference

to the works of the medieval poets.

5. Write a note on Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as a

chivalric romance.
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1.6 Socio-political context of the Medieval England:

In this section you will be able to explore the age and its multifaceted
developments. The middle English society is steeped into major socio-
political and religious developments which has influenced the
literature to a large extent. The transition of the society after the
Norman conquest in terms of language and literature is understood
from the various issues that plagued the society. The Middle English
period is also known as the Age of Chaucer. The fourteenth century
England is basically a rural society and agriculture was the means of
livelihood. This period is dominated by Christianity the rule of the
king. It was often questioned that which of the two had far reaching
impact and it was Christianity that has shaped the lives of the people
and their beliefs. The authority of the Church was not questionable.
The Church was the home of many individuals and in the monasteries
were also the hub of learning and a reservoir of manuscripts. The
historical and theological chronicles were written in the monasteries.
The monasteries in the middle ages also helped people in lodging and
they helped people in distress and the diseased. Monks, friars and nuns
were significant members of the Churches who were involved in
serving the society by preaching Christianity and by providing quality
education. However, apart from the religious living , the social
stratification is worth mentioning to understand the society and the
struggles they have met with. The society was divide between classes
and the feudal system had a stronghold. Though in Chaucer’s England
the parliamentary system began just like the modern England but the
remnants of the Anglo saxon feudal society was present. A change
took place when John Wycliff who used to teach theology in Oxford
university to reduce the corruptions of the medieval society by
attacking the parishes and the churches and embarking on a new

system by opposing the clericalism and bringing in Protestantism. He
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was in favour of reading the Bible but not as it is presented in parts by
the clergy. Wycliff’s disciples were came to be known as the Lollards.
In the time of Chaucer, the society was divided into the manor class
and the serfdom and it was an age of social disorder. The workers were
demanding their rights and were on strikes for higher wages. The
peasants revolt of 1381 is one of the popular uprising in the middle
English period which led to an economic discontent. In the manorial
system the laborers cultivated the land of the manors and they were
treated as the bonded labourers. In the parliamentary system the wage
were cut down amongst the smaller farmers and the tenant farmers.
The peasants demanded the maximum wages from the Statutes of
Labourers and their demand remained till the Black Death which led to
scarcity of laborers.There were continuous riots but the wage earner
came out victorious but the uprising of 1381 had a great impact and it
reflects the ills of the society like murder,rape, robbery etc. There was
a chasm between the social and the economic changes and disharmony
prevailed. The middle English period witnessed the unhealthy life of
women. Women died in childbirth, life expectancies were short, infant
mortality rates were high. The personal hygiene and sanitary
conditions were unhealthy especially amongst the poor sections of the
society. This was the condition of the medieval England and they
endured great hardships. Chaucer’s England also witnessed the
constant wars between the English and the French which is known as
the Hundred Years War but the peasant’s revolt was indeed a
wonderful attack on the feudal system. Chaucer’s The Canterbury
Tales was written in a time which is representative of the chaotic age
which has in its bower the Hundred Years War, The Peasants Revolt,
the mayhem of Black Death. During that period the Canterbury tales is
a much needed text to understand the age and its people. It represents
the complexities of the of the 14™ century England which was
brilliantly depicted by the tales narrated by different walks of life. The

16 |Page



age plays a pivotal role in any form of literature as a text is situated in
a particular time and place and the knowledge of that particular age

paves the path of a better understanding of the texts.

Stop to consider

The famous chronicler Geoffrey of Monmouth helped shaping
the historiography of England and his chronicle The History of
the Kings of Britain was widely popular but to understand the
geography and the political edifice of England one can see that
the fourteenth century England is basically known as a town, a
shire or a manor than a single nation. It is rather regionalism
that can be deduced from the structure of the society than
nationalism. England was sharing its boundaries with Welsh
and Scotland but the divisions were not strong enough and it
reflects a wavering identity. The political borders were not

clear to call England as a nation.

Check Your progress.

1. The Norman Conquest of 1066 paved way for a change in
English language and literature. Write a note on the how the

changes took place in the medieval English period.

2. Write a note on feudalism and how the stratification of the

rural England had an impact on the common people.

3. Discuss the issue of the scarcity of laborers and the angst of
the landowners regarding the cultivation which resulted in

the peasants uprising in 1381 in the manorial system .

4. Write a short note on the Black Death.

5. Chaucer was writing in a time of turmoil where the society was
anarchic and there were multiple wars with French. Comment

on the reflections of the chaotic society in Chaucer’s work.
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1.7 Summing Up

The medieval England and its literary productions are now familiar to
you. You are in a position to understand the poets and different literary
techniques used in the poetry and this is the introduction only which
will help to understand the works of the period. There are many
aspects of poetry which should be explored by you and whatever is
presented will help you to read and analyze the poems. There can be
questions related to the genre which you can explore on your own. The
literary techniques and other allied study can be followed up by the

suggested readings.
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Unit 2
SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT

Unit Structure :

2.1 Objective

2.2 Introducing the poet

2.3 Works of the poet

2.4 Critical Reception

2.5 Context of the poem

2.6 Reading the poem

2.7 Summing Up

2.8 Glossary

2.9 References and Suggested Reading.

2.1 Objectives

This unit introduces you to the Middle English literature, the tradition
of medieval romances and the prescribed text for your study, Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight. We will familiarize you with the
Arthurian stories and the little information whichever is found
regarding the poet who is anonymous. Then we will move forward to
make you understand the specific themes of the particular text and the
medieval romances as a whole. With this aim in view this unit is
designed to help you to:

e Familiarize you to the author of Sir Gawain and the Green

Knightand the poems.
e Understanding the literary and the historical context of the

medieval romances and the verse form.
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e Exploring the multifaceted interpretations and approaches to
the text for a better understanding.
e Develop your critical faculties so that you can analyze the text

and you can form your own judgement about the text.

2.2 Introducing the poet.

Not much is known about the poet of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight as he is an anonymous author but the poet literary talent is at
par with the other known writers of the Middle English period. The
author is addressed popularly as Gawain poet. From the use of
language, it can be said that the Gawain poet is a contemporary of
Chaucer, Gower and Langland. It is known that his works are
preserved in the form of manuscripts, Cotton Nero in the British
Library. The works are written in the North west Midland dialect and
the use of this dialect reveals that the poet belongs to some north
western Staffordshire and south eastern Cheshire. The poet was well
versed in the courtly language and the Biblical implications are
reflected in his works. Apart from thatit is evident from his works that
the anonymous poet had knowledge about law and theology. The poet

is also known as the Pearl poet which is named after his poem “Pearl.”

The information given above is one way to give you a brief idea about
the poet whose identity is unknown but his works acted as his identity
and this will lead to your understanding of the author as a great poet of
the late fourteenth century and the themes the poet dealt with. The
tradition of courtly love is a reflection of the then society and culture
and it is reflected in the works of the Gawain poet. While reading the
anonymous poet it will be a quest for you to know the poet through his

works which we shall focus on further.
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The Middle English period witnessed a turmoil in the political,
economic and cultural issues. There were natural disasters like Black
Death and millions of people died. There was the struggle of identity
between England and France. Apart from that in the fourteenth century
English language gained prominence after the Norman conquest of
1066 and it has become the standard language of literature though
there were French inflections. Literary writings became popular and
the concept of chivalry, courtly romances, knighthood, military ideals
flourished. During that time King Edward III became fascinated by the
Arthurian stories and it has become a focal point of new literary
interest. Arthur was the respectful Christian King and the legends of
Arthur mirrored the entire concept of chivalry and the Gawain poet has

brilliantly depicted the tales surrounding Arthur in his works.

SAQ
1.Write a note on the Arthurian romances

3.What questions arise in your mind regarding the unknown poet and

about the credulities of his works.?




2.3 Works of the Poet:

In this section you will be introduced with the works of the Gawain
poet. As we have mentioned in the introduction section that there is a
single known manuscript and the works are found there and the poems
are “Pearl”, “Purity” and “Patience” along with “Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight”. The exact dates of publication of the poems are not
known but these are written in the late 14™ century. There are many
questions regarding the authorship but it is believed that all the poems
are written by the single author as its written in the same dialect. The
poetry is among the richest of the medieval romances. The use of
imagery in all the poems stands to be remarkable as they fulfill the
traits of the romances. The description of the royal courts, beautiful
terrains, use of humor, literary style, the theme of chivalry, courage,
Christianity is dealt with great proficiency by the poet and Sir Gawain
is considered to be the best of romances of the Middle English Period.
Stylistically the poems are rich as the use of alliteration is seen in all
the works. Use of rhyming schemes and alliteration is seen in his
poem Pearl. This poem also reflects the genre of dream vision and
allegory and these have been experimented by Chaucer and his
contemporaries. The other poem “Purity” or Cleanness reflects the
subjects of the Bible and the ideas behind cleanliness which plays an
important role in Christianity. This poem consists of 1812 lines.
Patience is the shortest of all the poems consisting of 530 lines and the
poem reflects upon patience as one of the virtues as the medieval
thought and literature basically emphasizes on the virtues that play a
pivotal role in Christianity and has shunned the vices or the sins. The
Gawain and the Green Knight is one of the Arthurian stories which is
allegorical and it belongs to the category of “Matter of Britain” of the

medieval romances and in the Alliterative Revival form. All the poems
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are allegorical and symbolical in nature and this technique helped in

knowing the fourteenth century England, its values to a large extent.

Middle English and the tradition of Medieval Romances.

The knight’s adventure and courtly love help are the important areas of
understanding the medieval romances. The hero goes into an adventure
and he proves to be superior than the others. He was an ideal knight
who engages in courtly love and adventure and this character helps in
understanding the aristocratic class of the medieval England.
JeanBodel, twelfth century French poet categorized the romances into
Matter ofFrance, Matter of Britain and Matter of Rome. He was the
author of Chanson des Saisne (Song of the Saxons). He romances are
written in the style of Alliterative Revival.Legends surround the plot
of the romances and the legend of Charlemagne and the knights, their
adventures is the basis of the Matter of Rome. The legends of Arthur
and

the knights of the Round Table are found in the Matter of Britain. The
reference of the Arthurian stories can be found in the writings of
Geoffrey Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain. In the Matter of
Rome, the history and romances of the warriors like Alexander the
Great, Trojan War, adventures of Aeneas can be seen. The works of
this period are Roman de Troie by a Norman-French poet Benoit de
Sainte-More. Seege of Troye. The poem Gest Historiale of the
Destruction of Troy is one of the earlier poems which is an example of
the Alliterative Revival. All the poems of the medieval romances are
more or less written in the North west Midland dialect and the themes
are mostly about knightly adventures and courtly romances. Apart
from these above mentioned matters, there is the matter of England
which deals with English culture and history which are based on the
medieval literature. The genre of romance has roots in France and as

the Anglo Norman conquest had a great impact on the English society
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and history,most the literary forms are shaped by French influences in
the fourteenth century which has changed in the later periods of the
history of English literature.

The Gawain poet thus employed the use of symbols and
allegory while tracing the adventures of the knight and of religion
which is of great significance of the English society. Christianity is
reflected in all the poems of the manuscript and it helps in fathoming
the beliefs of the people. The allegorical significance of bravery, quest
or journey, hero, chivalry, love, religion gives a knowledge of the
historical times of the medieval England. It was an age of feudalism
and the portrayal of Sir Gawain and the plot structure of the romance
reveals the inherent feudal structure of the society. Though a few
poems are known written by the anonymous poet but amongst these
Sir Gawain stood to be most important and famous work of the
medieval romances. All the poems are focused on the elements of
romance and its intricately carved by the author’s dexterity of the use

of language and style.

Check Your Progress.
4.What do you understand by medieval romance and how it is

different from other matters of romances?




6.Who was Jean Bodel?

8.What kind of conclusion can be drawn from the works of the
Gawain poet and the Age which he belonged to? Do the readers of

that period were fond of these romance traditions?

Stop to Consider:

Versification: Alliteration was used extensively by the poet. In the
poetry of Chaucer the oldEnglish influences were there but in these
medieval romances language is extremely rich andlucid at the same
time. The use of stresses and meters refines his poetry. The language
isornamental but the depth of the content is expressed appropriately.
There is a dramatic tone inthe works of the poet. The use of imageries
which means the use of figurative language endowedwith visual
images is very much present in the poems.

The Alliterative Revival: The historians have coined the term
alliterative revival where this verseform is used frequently. Alliteration

is the repetition of a particular consonant sound in a groupof words.
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The term “alliteration” can be traced from the Latin word “littera”
meaning “letter ofthe alphabet.” This metrical structure is opposed to
rhyme and it has been experimented by the Gawain poet in his poems.

Langland’s Piers Plowman also dealt with the use of alliteration.

2.4 Critical Reception

The Gawain and the Green Knight has been read for more than six
centuries. In this section of the unit you will get a brief outline of the
critical studies associated with this poem and of the Gawain poet and
the other poems too. The idea behind the inclusion of this unit is to
make you prepared to read a text differently and instill in you the
critical faculty which will help you to interpret a text in your own way.
There are many critiques of the Gawain or the Pearl Poet and the
works but basically as the poems are studied independent of the writer
since time immemorial the focus was mainly on the poems and how it
is received critically. The poems are highly praised by the writers as
well as criticized and the research is continuing till the postmodern
period. Many criticisms were put forward regarding the origin of the
adventure of Sir Gawain.

Critics like Alan M. Markmanin the 19® century wrote about the
originality of the Green knight as this question was not dealt with
much whether he actually lived or not. There were criticisms regarding
the hero as “god like beings.” Markman says that it is magic, not
mythology or folklore” Thus questions on the genre is being raised.
There were studies regarding the “romance function” which is said to
be partially real. The role of the hero is also studied as the hero in Sir
Gawain exhibits the traits of the role of a man and the manners.

Further there are studies regarding the medieval huntsman and the use
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portrayal of animals. There were differences between certain beasts
and the animals that are taken for games. The animals like deer and the
wild boar were the preferred animals for hunting. The image of fox
was associated trickery and in the context of the poem you can see the
trickery of Sir Gawain. These areas have been studied by critics and
authors like Henry L. Savage.

The most interesting critique of the poem lies in the Beheading game
and many critics looked at these episodes from different angles. The
scene of beheading game was also misinterpreted by many critics and
also it has been challenged by other critics. One of the critics named
Gaston Paris observed about the failure of the Gawain when he agrees
to behead the Green knight. The challenge of the green knight was not
interpreted appropriately. The response of the hero to accept the
challenge of the Green Knight depicts the development of the hero but
it may be said that the challenge was misinterpreted. It is a display of
pride. Critics like J. R. R. Tolkien was overwhelmed by this allegorical
marvel and he says that “in terms of literature, undoubtedly this break
in the mathematical perfection of an ideal creature, inhuman in
flawlessness, is a great improvement.”

J.A Burrow observes that Gawain is a comedy “Its version of the
Everyman experience is such that the hero can survive it bodily as well
as spiritually, returning from it with honour and being reincorporated
into his society—a more human kind of happy ending.>” J.A Burrow
also have written essays on grammar and stylistics of Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight and he gives an extensive analysis of the poem. He
made a comparison with the Old English poem Beowulf. A recent
criticism by Geraldine Hengof the poem lies in the underpinnings of
feminist contexts. The poem is essentially a text, a discourse reflecting
masculine narrative with masculine actors. There were studies
regarding the female characters specifically there are debates on the

character of Morgan who was represented as infamous. Literary
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criticism has shown different aspects of the text and it is important to
know that if you read a text you should not look at it from a single
perspective. A text is a medley of varied interpretations and the critical
responses help in a deeper understanding of the same. Your approach
towards the text must include style, language, form and content. The
understanding must move towards a discourse and you must interact

with the particular text.

STOP TO CONSIDER
The critical receptions are varied and there are many critics who
have been doing their research and till date there are questions
regarding the poet and the age. The portrayal of Sir Gawain has
been read in many ways and these are a few criticisms regarding
the poem. The romance tradition is being questioned too and the
representation of women was one of the important subject to

critically understand the texts.

2.5 Context of the Poem

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as already mentioned is found in the
manuscript along with the other poems, Pearl, Patience and Purity and
its written by the anonymous poet. The poems are written at the time
when medieval romances, knighthood, chivalry flourished in literary
writings. Most of the plot and story is borrowed from the romances of

the matter of France.

2.6 Reading the Poem:

29| Page



Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is a 14™ century medieval romance.
The author is known as the Gawain poet or the Pearl poet and it is one
of the famous Arthurian stories. It is endowed with various symbols,
imageries, folklore, magic, chivalry, mythology. The beheading game
is the main thrust of the poem and the story revolves around this game
in Arthur’s court. It is written in the tradition of Alliterative Revival
and bob and wheel rhythm. The setting of the Arthur’s court is
Camelot. The story is about a hero who goes on a quest and tests his
valour as a chivalric knight. Gawain is an epitome of chivalry and
honesty as he remembers the Green knight’s vow after a year of
beheading Green knight which was a challenge given to Gawain in the
Arthur’s court during the Christmas celebrations. In return the Green
knight will give a blow after one year. Sir Gawain shows chivalry by

finding Green knight and he stays as a guest in the castle.

STOP TO CONSIDER.

Bob and Wheel rhythm :Two metrical schemes are paired in
this type of thythm and it is especially used in narrative songs in
churches during the 12" to 16" centuries. The song goes on like
the movement of a wheel and at the end of the cycle there is a
rhythm. It is mainly found in the Middle Ages.

Chivalry: The knighthood institution in the medieval age
considers chivalry to be of great importance. The behaviours,
mannerisms, social codes are defined by the act of chivalry. The
horsemen are one of the symbols of chivalry. Armours and
weapons are also important in the chivalric code. It basically
came from the military system and the apprenticeship of the

warrior which follows a particular code of conduct.
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The poem can be divided into three parts. The first part of the poem
opens with the celebration of Christmas in King Arthur’s court. While
the feasting and celebration was going on a frightful green knight who
was on a green horse comes in suddenly. He sarted praising the
knights of the round table for their pride and valor. The green knight
puts a challenge by giving the axe that anyone can behead his head and
later after one year it will bargained by a blow. On this sir Gawain
accepts the challenge and beheads the green knight. The green knight
picks up his head and mounts his horse. The head starts talking and
says that he will be waiting at the Green Chapel after a year.

The second part of the poem is a description of the quest of Gawain
and the castle where he stays as a guest. The knight faces many
impediments on his journey and after praying to Mary thrice he finally
reaches a castle where he was the honorable guest. The host welcomes
him and Gawain meets the lady of the house. This part of the poem is
basically about the advent of the courtly love.

The third section highlights the hunting culture of the medieval period
and the episodes on hunting that the Lord of the House goes for is
described and the elements of courtly romance between the lady of the
house and Gawain becomes stronger. The lady gives a green silk belt
which will save Gawain from every impending danger. The hunting
adventures goes on in this section

The fourth section of the poem is ultimate test of chivalry when
Gawain meets the knight and they enter into the bargain which was
decides one year back. But Gawain returns ashamed to the Arthur’s
court as he was wearing the green belt gifted by the Lady of the
House. In this section the act of chivalry is shown through the honesty
of Gawain towards his love but not towards the Green knight who felt
deceived as Gawain was wearing the belt and couldn’t keep the

bargain wholeheartedly.
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Check Your Progress
9.Write a note on the conduct of the knights of Arthur’s Round
Table.

10.Discuss the development of the plot from your own

understanding.

12.Comment on the myth behind the concept of quest or journey
prevalent in the MiddleEnglish with reference to the works of the

other medieval poets.

2.6.1 Reading the lines 232 — 350

Following the tradition of the Arthurian stories of the Matter of Britain

the lines prescribed for you spans the arrival of the Green knight in the

Arthur’s court during Christmas festivities till the behaeading game

where one can see the chivalrous Gawain. With wonderful expressions

and use of language these lines set the tone of the Beheading game and
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the valor of Sir Gawain and the graceful King Arthur. The following
are the opening lines:

And they themselves sat and stared,/Wondering, bewildered, what it
meant that a knight./And his horse could have such a color, could
grow/ As green as grass, or greener! and glow./Brighter than emerald
enamel and gold.

In the above lines you can understand that the setting and criteria of
the chivalric romance is fulfilled by the mention of the knight, the
horse and the green colour of the knight. The knights of the Round
Table were surprised and some thought the green knight to be a
phantom. The people of the court were silent as stones as corpses.
Even King Arthur greeted the knightly with a tone of fear. With full of
fear Arthur said

"Sir, you are welcome in my house,/For I am Arthur and I rule this
court./Step down from your horse and stay, let me prayyou,/ And
whatever you've come for can be talked of afterward." On this green
man replied that he couldn’t linger and he praised the knights of
Arthur’s courts, about their noble deeds. The Green knight further said
I intend no war, what I wear is in peace. And if Arthur is as brave as
his fame, in the name. Of this Christmas season you'll grant me the
sport. I've come for." Arthur agreed and the Green knight proposed for
a game and he said “I'll offer this noble axe and let them/Swing its
weight as they like, and I'll sit/ Without armor and invite them to strike
as theyplease...But not now: a year /And a day will be time/ Enough.
So: is anyone here /Able to rise?"On this the knight , Arthur rose and
accepted green man’s proposal “"By God, fellow, this is foolish/ Stuff-
but you've asked for folly, and folly/ You'll get! No one's afraid of
your nonsense: /For God's sake, give me your axe,/ I'll grantYour
request. When Arthur asked for the axe Sir Gawain exclaimed “Let

this challenge be mine.”
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2.6.2 Reading the lines 350 — 466

The expressions of boldness and the courtly language is used
brilliantly and the story unveils itself through the richness of the
language. There are expressions of life and death and courage to face
death. The following lines represents the honesty of Gawain and his
duty towards the king “And I am the slightest, the dullest of them
all;/My life the least, my death no loss/ My only worth is you, my
royal/ Uncle, all my virtue is through you.Further with great courage
and the axe in hand Gawain went near the green knight and the bargain
was discussed clearly; "Sir Gawain, no one could do/What you'll do,
and delight me/More--no man alive./"By God," he swore, "Sir Gawain,
I'm glad/ To have what I wanted at your hands. You've spoken/ Our
bargain beautifully, and spoken it fair. After the bargain the actual
beheading game was about to begin and the Green knight was smiling
and bent his head for the action to happen. Sir Gawain swung the axe
and split the green man’s neck and the head fell into the ground. But
the green man stood strong and held the head and mounted on his
horse; Stepped in the stirrups and mounted, holding/ His head by its
long green hair, sitting/High and steady in the saddle as though
nothing/ Had happened. The head was speaking to Sir Gawain about
the bargain ;"Gawain, be ready to ride as you promised;/Hunt me well
until you find me-/As you swore to, here in this hall, heard By these
knights. The green knight galloped and left the court and knights were
smiling. The lines prescribed for you has a great significance as it
encompasses the important characteristics surround the medieval
games and the courageous knights of that period is reflected through
their deeds. These lines reflects the duty of the knights towards their
king and becoming chivalrous. In the later part of the poem as

mentioned earlier is a quest of Sir Gawain to meet the bargain as he
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accepted and on this quest the elements of courtly romance are also
accomplished. This romance ends with the honestly and loyalty of Sir
Gawain who defeated green knight by exhibiting his honesty through
love and faith. The green belt which was given by the lady as a symbol
of love and safety was intact and by protecting that Sir Gawain came
out victorious. The characteristics of courtly love and romance was

fully realized in this allegorical romance.

2.7 Summing Up:

The romance tradition of the Matter of Britain and Arthurian stories
are now familiar to you. You should be in a position to understand the
various aspects of the Arthurian legends and the medieval romances. It
is only one text which you have read but there is much more to explore
and there are many aspects that can be explored by you. We expect
that you have closely followed the text through this self instructional
material. Your experience of reading poetry may have taken a different
course where you tend to study various strands of understanding.
Whatever is presented here is not incontestable and you can dive more
into varied interpretations of the medieval age and its romances. You
can study further and get engaged in better understanding with the

suggested readings that is given below.

2.8 Glossary

Dream vision: It is a narrative where the speaker of the poem falls
asleep and relates the images of the dream with the reality. There are
dream allegories which deal with allegorical aspect. The dream vision
was popular in the Middle Ages poetry and it has enhanced the story

telling technique.

35| Page



2.9 Suggested readings:

Brown. Peter. 4 Companion to Medieval English Literature and
Culture. C 1350-1500. Blackwell Publishing (2007)

Burrow. J. A. A Reading of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.
Routledge Library Editions (1965)

Pearsall. Derek. Arthurian Romance: A Short Introduction. Blackwell
Publishing (2003)

Ruud. Jay. Encyclopedia of Medieval Literature. Fact on Files,
Infobase Publishing. 2006

Armitage. Simon. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Norton and
Company (2008)

Markman. Alan . M.“The Meaning of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight”. PMLA. Sep., 1957, Vol. 72, No. 4 (Sep., 1957), pp. 574-586.
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Unit 3
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

Supplementary Unit
Unit Structure :
3.1 Objective
3.2 Understanding the Gawain poet and introduction to the
different approaches of the poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight:
33 Reading other important poems of Gawain poet/ Pearl poet.
3.4  Medieval romances: Its social and historical context.
3.5  Exploring the meaning of “hero” and the myth behind the
“Green” knight
3.6  Issue of Gender in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
3.7 A brief survey on Critical Essays and Books on Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight
3.8  Glossary
3.9 Summing Up
3.10  Suggested Readings.

3.1 Objective:

In the main unit you have gained an understanding of the medieval
romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the themes like
chivalry, legends of Arthur and the round table knights, adventure of
the knight etc. You have also become familiar with the characters and
the plot of the poem, the different literary devices used during Middle
English period and other critical receptions of the same. In this
supplementary unit you shall learn about different approaches of

reading the poem and understanding the literary background. You will
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also become familiar with the additional readings of the poem which
shall inculcate in you a critical faculty while reading a text. With this
aim in view this supplementary unit is designed which will help you to
J Explore the different approaches of the text and the poet

J Familiarize yourself with other writings of the poet which will

help in a better understanding of the works of the Gawain poet.

o Place the text in a social and cultural context of the medieval
England.
o Become conversant regarding the tradition of medieval

romances and how you can place it within the scope of reality.

o Develop your critical faculty to understand the characters
embedded in adventures and court love in particular and the text in
general.

o Acquaint yourself with important books and essays which shall

help you to comprehend the text in a better way.

3.2 Understanding the Gawain poet and introduction to
the different approaches of the poem Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight:

From the main unit you have come to know that this well-known poem
is written by an unidentified poet and there are debates regarding the
authorship. The poet’s use of language indicates that he is a
contemporary of Chaucer and has the literary scholarship of the
subject matter he writes. It is interesting to read a text without
knowing the author as it helps in impersonating the text it can be read
independently. This shall remind you of the seminal work of Roland
Barthes who writes about the death of the author and also shall enable
you to recall the concepts of new criticism which focused on the

significance of the text as an independent entity and show should be
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read by dissociating the poet. Gawain poet is also addressed as Pearl
poet. Most of the middle English poems were preserved in the form of
manuscripts in the Churches unless and until the invention of Caxton’s
printing press in 1476. Similarly, the works of the Gawain poet were
found in one manuscript in the Cotton Nero A x. owned by Sir Robert
Bruce Cotton. The poem was not discovered until the reign of Queen
Victoria and during that period it was found as a manuscript and Sir
Gawain became the greatest middle English romance.The writings of
the poet suggest that he belongs to the noble class and was well read
and well aware of the society and its developments. His works also
depicts his inclination towards Christianity which was the only way of
life during that period and he knew the Vulgate Bible. It is evident
that the poet had knowledge of the Latin literature which was obvious
regarding the contemporary writers of the period due to the historical
wars and conquests. Further the Gawain poet was fully aware of the
emerging literary techniques of the era and its overwhelmingly evident
in his poems.

The poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is not only a poem about
the courtly love, adhering to the tradition of medieval romance
pertaining to the Arthurian tales, about knightly adventures,
Christianity rather you should understand that it is also about the
representation of the stock characters like the brave attitude of the
knight Gawain who respected King Arthur and was ready to behead
the green man. It was his humble attitude and display of obedience
towards the king. But as the narrative unfolds we can see that the hero
is caught in the illusion of love and has accepted the green girdle of
protection thus deceiving the vows of the green knight. The poem can
be approached as a critique of the society where women are
marginalized and they are subordinate to men. The poem devalues the
women characters and it is almost like a celebration of masculinity.

The concept of chivalry can be questioned here as you can assess that
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it is a failure of chivalryand rather it is a submission of the knights. It
can be understood from the instance that Gawain met the green knight
after one year according to the challenge but he was wearing the green
belt. The poem is more about supernatural elements and the folk
culture rather than a reflection of the Christianity in its true form. The
poem can be read as placed in a juncture between paganism and
Christianity. The employment of games like beheading and
challenging a return blow is a tenet of folklore and pagan living rather
than believing in the traits of Christianity. Another way of approaching
the text is to understand the myth behind the Green colour. It is a
symbol of fertility and new life which is again similar to the idea of the
rebirth of Christ.

There are seducing scenes in the green chapel where Gawain goes to
fulfil his quest. In the chapel lady Bertilak comes to the bedroom of
Gawain and tries to seduce him and in return she gets a single kiss.
This continues in the consecutive days and in return Bertilak gives
Gawain a deer, a boar and the green silk belt which shall protect him
from any impending danger. At this Gawain gives her three kisses and
in return gives him a fox. These episodes of exchanges evoke the
pagan culture and the folklore. From this point of view too you can
probe into the study of Christianity and Paganism and the differences
between the two. In the course of the narrative Gawain gets defeated
by his own whims and he couldn’t draw a line between chivalry and
love. On the day of fulfilling his quest Gawain goes to the Green
Knight and bows his head to get the blow but he was not killed as
Gawain was trapped into a trick where the Green knight was actually
the lord of the chapel Bertilak and the magic was done by the sorceress
of the castle Morgan Le Fay who was the sister of King Arthur. The
entire act was meant to be a test to Gawain and he returned to Camelot
being the failure knight. The practice of representing women as witch

or sorceress can be another to approach to read the poem as it devalues
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a woman and places her in the periphery of the narrative. Though it is
a marvelous folk story and one of the famous Arthurian tales, there are
many elements that can be studied individually as it has multifaceted

interpretations.

Stop to Consider

The Gawain and the Green Knight is also a story of revenge of
blood and flesh and the cycle of birth and death. The poem also
depicts the nature with its changing seasons. The descriptions of
nature play a significant role in the poem as it triggers the action
of the plot. Gawain was a figure of honesty, courage, morality but
at the end of the poem when Gawain comes back to the court and
narrates the story to Arthur, it is seen that he has described about
his failure as a knight.  There are multiple allegorical
interpretations which throws light on the question of chivalry,
morality, courage etc. It is important to understand the
psychology of Gawain and Gawain as a romance hero. It can be

also interpreted as a thriller with supernatural elements.

Check your Progress:

L Write a note on the use of supernatural elements

employed in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

2. What is the importance of games and exchanges in the

poem. Elucidate

3. Do you think that Sir Gawain has shown his courage and

chivalry in the entire course of the poem? Explain.

4. Write a note on the significance of adventures amongst

the knights of the Arthurian court.

5. What are the characteristics of a Christian knight and
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how did Gawain fulfill the tenets of a true Christian.

3.3 Reading other important poems of Gawain poet/

Pearl poet.

By now you have become acquainted with the different approaches of
reading Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. However, you have to read
other works of the same poet which will provide you with a better
understanding of the poet and the contexts of his poems. In the main
unit you have come across the other poems of the Gawain poet but in
this section of the unit you will be well acquainted with the other
poems too. In the surviving manuscript there were another three poems
“Pearl”, “Patience” and “Purity” which are believed to be written by
the same poet and thus the poet was also addressed as the Pearl poet.
The first of the four poems is “Pearl” an allegory. The poem is about a
lost child and the father’s pain for the daughter. In the course of the
poem the father learns show to overcome the grief. The poem is
endowed with dream visions and its inspiration is the ‘The Romant of
the Rose’ which is written in the tradition of dream allegory and it is a
courtly love poem and the Bible. It has been influence by the story of
Pearl of the Gospel and the dream vision tradition is influenced by
Roman de La Rose. The poem is elegiac in tone as the father laments
on the loss of his daughter. There are instances that Boccaccio has
written an elegy on his daughter Violante , “Olympia.” There are no
linkages between the pearl poet and Boccaccio’s work but it is an
additional information. In the same tradition Chaucer’s Book of
Duchess is written which indicates that the poet belongs to fourteenth
century and the works have some similarity with the contemporary

poets. It is written in alliterative tradition. While reading the other
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poems of this manuscript you can compare and contrast with the
writers of the same period and the techniques used. There are pictorial
representations of the episodes in Pearl and the poem opens with the
father who was into a deep slumber in the meadows. In the other
illustrations also the father is found standing by the river and in a
distance Pearl could be seen wearing a white dress. The image of Pearl
appears in the later stanzas where she was extending her arms towards
the father. The metrical style of the poem is structured in twelve lines
and with four accents and the rhyme schemeisababababbcbec.
The rhythmic beauty is worth mentioning and has employed caesura
which enhances the beauty of the poem. The length of poem goes on to
1212 lines and there are five stanzas grouped together in a 12 line
stanza. The alliterative phrases are noteworthy and the dialect is a
blend of French, English and Scandinavian language.

The next poem of the manuscript is written in a different style than
Pearl and as you have known in the main unit, the name of the poem is
Cleanness or Purity. It is written in epic style. It dives into the biblical
unit to a large extent as it is about Flood, fall of Sodom and Gomorrah,
Belshazzars fate regarding uncleanness. The fall of the angels and the
fall of man is one of the subjects of the poem. There is a parable on the
Marriage Feast. The third poem is “Patience” which is written on the
Life of Jonah. Both Purity and Patience employs the same metrical
style and it has a relation with the poem Pearl as it also belongs to the
concept of purity of soul and patience. The theme of submission to the
divine will is also present in all the three poems. The descriptions of
nature, mysticism is similar to the poem “Pearl.” By now you have
come to know that there are many similar themes in all the poems and
reading the rest of the poems than the prescribed one shall give an
immense depth in understanding Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and
the style of writing of the Gawain poet. It is seen that religion plays a

pivotal role in the medieval poems and this poet also not an exception
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as Christianity was steeped into the lives of the people during the

medieval times.

Stop to Consider

The best known poem of the surviving manuscript of Cotton Nero
A.x, “Pearl” has a similarity with Langland’s Piers Plowman as
such the opening scene of Piers Plowman depicts how the author
falls asleep in a May morning on the Malvern Hills and he had a
dream of the folks of the town. In the dream an angelic voice asks
him to follow mercy and justice to live in the society. The dream
convention is similar to the poem Pearl where the father goes asleep
and had visions of his daughter. The literary form of elegy is found
in Chaucer’s The Book Of the Duchess which is written for Blanche
of Lancaster . There are repeated use of the word “white” associated
with Blanche which can be again traced back to Gawain poet’s

“Pear]” where the daughter is seen in the visions wearing white.

Check Your Progress

1. Write a note on the authorial question of the poems found

in the manuscript , Cotton Nero.

2. What is an elegy? Discuss the literary traits of an elegy.

3. Compare and contrast the themes of the poems “Patience”

and “Purity or Cleanness”

4. Do you find any similarity of theme and plot between the
poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the other poems? If

yes, write briefly on it.

5. Comment on the convention of dream allegory and

compare it with Chaucer’s works on dream convention
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3.4 Medieval romances: Its social and historical context.

Medieval romances emerged from the ideals of court in the middle
English period. During that age the society was feudal and the concept
of honour, duty towards the king was prominent amongst the people.
The court was the space of interaction between valour and pride,
strength and weakness, love and loss, kings and knights, religion and
mysticism, mannerisms and etiquettes, etc. It was a necessary literary
invention of the period which encompasses the everyday life of the
court and its ideals and also to dig out the debates surrounding the
courtly life. The narratives differed from the origin but it has been
researched and interpreted in various ways. It was not only confined to
exploring the Arthurian tales but medieval romances are a reflection of
socio-cultural scenario of medieval England. Earlier there were local
form of romances and they are influenced by the classical epics
likeThe Roman de Thebes, the Roman d’Eneas, and Benoit de Sainte-
Maure’s Roman de Troie.

The Arthurian legends became popular from Geoffrey the
Monmouth’s work HistoriaRegumBrittaniaand it was widely
circulated. The romances were written in eight syllable verses and the
tales of love and honour became popular. In around 1160, the
Arthurian romance named Erec at Enide written by Chretien de Troyes
became popular and this included the stories of the knight Lancelot
and Perceval. Other examples of romances are the tragic love tale of
Tristan and Iseut and it was widespread in Europe and Scandinavia in
the middle English era. The romance Gautier de Arras in Eracle is an
exception which is not inspired by the Arthurian romances and rather
it was a tale of the Byzantium. The romances than travelled to the
German speaking regions from Anglo Norman and French romances.

The romances were widely read and the techniques were refined and
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written in a new form. In the middle English period the romances were
circulated amongst the nobility and the bourgeois class. However,
there were emerging discourses regarding the reality of society and the
ideals of court. In Spain too romances travelled and they were on
historical accounts. Romances became a medium of literary
scholarship through which the courtly ideals, the medieval life, its
culture could be traced. In the later years of the end of middle English
period the issues of the romances became different as the England had
witnessed the devastation cause by the Hundred Years War and the
Black Death. The romances thus are a tool of social code and conduct,
ideals of chivalry, birth and death, quest for identity and these
elements later on faded away but a few reflections are found in the

works of Cervantes and Shakespeare.

Stop to Consider

In the main unit you have come across Jean Bodel’s model of
romances; Matter of France, Matter of Britain ,Matter of Rome. In
his model of romances, the “Matter of England” reflects the
romance tradition associated with the Viking period. One of the
examples of the Matter of England is King Horn , written in
alliterative verses. This romance was not based on the courtly
elements of the Matter of France rather it was about various
adventures and the focus was on the action of the plot. There are
ballad versions on the character of Horn. The most prominent work
of the Matter of England is Havelok the Dane. There are series of
adventures of Havelok and the earlier actions of the poem depicts
the evil plots of Godrich who took the place of King Athelwold
after his death. There are supernatural elements in this poem too.
The middle English romances thus ranges from variety of themes
and the verse forms are unique. The experiments with verse forms

continued in the middle English period regarding the rhyme
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scheme and handling of the stanzas

Check your Progress

1. Write a note on medieval romance focusing on the Matter of

Britain

2. What is Alliterative revival?

3. Write a note on the importance of Arthurian tales in the

development of the romances.

4. Comment on the Middle English society and culture and its

impact on the romances.

5. Write a note on the supernatural elements of the medieval

romance.

3.5 Exploring the meaning of “hero” and the myth
behind the “Green” knight

In this section of the unit you will be able to delve better into the
meaning of the unfolding of the events and question the characteristics
of “hero” and the meaning behind the myth of “green.” This shall help
you to understand the meaning of the poem to a large extent. The
poem opens at Camelot during Christmas festivities and on that day
when the Green knight suddenly appears atArthur’s court and puts
forward a challenge you can notice that without hesitation Arthur
accepts his proposal of the strange man. But on this Gawain shows his
chivalry by uttering the lines “lI am weakest of your warriors and
feeblest of wit;

loss of my life would be grieved the least.

Were I not your nephew my life would mean nothing;

47 |Page



to be born of your blood is my body's only claim.

Such a foolish affair is unfitting for a king,

so0, being first to come forward, it should fall to me

And if my proposal is improper, let no other person

stand blame. "

In this act of Gawain one can see the duty and honor towards his king
and he agrees the bargain proposed by the Green man. Accordingly,
Gawain goes in a quest to search the Green chapel and submits himself
to the Green knight after a year and a day. Gawain stood to be the ideal
Christian knight. Gawain was representative of a stalwart knight as he
was physically perfect and strong which is evident in the scene where
took swung the axe. He is a good horseman as was loyal to the king
and these are the qualities that the age demanded. Gawain was also
loyal to the lord of the castle Bertilak and till the end one can
experience humbleness and honesty. The concept of hero in this
romance can be questioned or deconstructed as Gawain is not like the
epic hero who actions and qualities are displayed and shown off again
and again and he is almost a superhuman. On the other hand, Gawain
is the harbinger of human conduct and behavior apart from being a
man who displays his qualities. Gawain has shown his humility and
honesty and these qualities make him a true hero unlike the epic heroes
like Heracles, Achilles, Odysseus. At the end too Gawain has accepted
his defeat and he was ashamed of himself as he wore the green lace
and has become weak which is opposed to the ideals of a knight.
However, he has portrayed his honesty and loyalty towards lady
Bertilak and due to this Arthur has commanded to all the knights of his
court to wear the green belt as an honour to Sir Gawain and his
honesty. Gawain has thus earned his reputation though he is not a
typical hero and the concept of chivalry itself delineates the social

codes of conduct. But there may be questions arising in your mind
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that Gawain is a representative of the psychologically weak man and
other interpretations will be appreciated when you study further.

The “green” symbol represents nature, ritual of fertility which is a
reflection of the pagan culture. In the ancient myths it is means the
renewal of life. Everything was green about the green knight right
from his hair, his horse, his flesh and blood as well and it has been
expressed in the poem as “no soul had ever seen/ a knight of such a
kind/ entirely emerald green.” The Green knight constantly pricked the
conscience of the knights of the Arthur’s court by preparing them for
the test and the beheading game. The Green knight constantly praised
them by saying they are the “worthiest” of the knights and it was
evident that he wanted to test the worthiness of the knights of Arthur’s
court and the test becomes the reality of this romance. The poem can
be read in a different but apt angle where you can locate that it is a plot
of magic. It was Morgan Le Fay’s machinations that she wanted to test
the humble knights of Arthur’s court

who has created the Green knight and kept him under the magic spell.
It was actually Bertilak and the game of tests has shaped the romance.
The story is typical of the romances of old English as well the
medieval times. The use of magic and representing women as witches

was common to the plots of folk tales.

Stop to Consider.

You must note that Sir Gawain was caught between the known
realities and the unknown realities. The moment when Gawain
accepted the challenge of the Green knight and has shown honour to
King Arthur, Gawain was unknown about the impending bargain
which is a blend of life and death. Unknowingly Gawain fell into the
trap of the Green knight and he even didn’t know about the green
chapel and the episodes of hunting and the game of exchanges that

he has fell into. He was unknown about the green girdle which will
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protect him from death and being tempted he has accepted it and has
forgotten about his chivalric deeds. The entire episode of the
fulfilling the bargain of the Green knight was also unknown to him.
Thus the romance hero also fell prey to the machinations of magic
and it is typical romances that the known and the unknown shall play
in tandem. Gawain is seen praying to mother Mary on the way to the
green chapel which is unlike the heroes of the epics, but as it is
mentioned earlier that a romance hero is a representative of the

social codes and he was simply like a normal human being than a

hero.

Check your Progress

1. Give a character sketch of Morgan Le Fay.

2. Comment on the opening scene of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight.

3. Discuss the symbolic significance of the colour “green.”

4. Comment on the setting of the poem and how it has
enhanced the plot of the poem

3.6 Issue of Gender in Sir Gawainand the Green Knight

This section of the unit will lead you towards a different approach of
the poem which will widen the periphery of understanding. It is a tale
of the glorification of masculinity and we have seen that the women
characters are put in margins. The most important character Morgan
Le Fay is depicted as sorceress which is an attack to the female world
and even in postcolonial times there are immense research on the

female as witches and this portrayal diminishes the image of the
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women. Guinevere, the wife of Arthur is project as an epitome of
beauty and her beauty has been expressed by the lines “with Guinevere
in their gathering, gloriously framed

at her place on the platform, pricelessly curtained

by silk to each side, and canopied across

with French weave and fine tapestry from the far east

studded with stones and stunning gems.

Pearls beyond pocket. Pearls beyond purchase

or price.

But not one stone outshone

the quartz of the queen's eyes.

In these lines the queen is compared to jewels and precious stones
which highlights that women are a medium of visual pleasure and
compared with the riches. Women are an object of display. The
episodes of seduction games by Lady Bertilak is another method of
diminishing the role of women and they are objectified and bound in
the confines of pleasure, domesticity, malice, and sexuality. The green
girdle also stands for sexuality as it is an intimate clothing which is
given to Gawain and he becomes tempted in the advances of the
women. The representation of women remained in the margins and

they were highly objectified.

Literary techniques of Gawain and the Green Knight.

The poem is written in West midland dialect and it has been best
translated by Simon Armitage. It is seen that there are differences in
the spellings from the original work for example the word “earth”
was written as “‘erthe”, “days” as “dayes”, “green” as “grene”
“knight” as “knight” etc. It is written in the form of alliterative
revival, a principal device of the 14™ century poetry where the

consonant sounds are repeated. The title of the poem is also an
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example of the alliterative device. The usage of this device is found
in the Germanic languages. Most of the old English poetry
including Beowulf also employed the alliterative verse. There are
stressed syllables in the lines and five short lines in each stanza and

the rhyme scheme isabab a.

Check Your Progress.

1. What do you think about the representation of women in the

poem?

2. Compare and contrast the female characters of other poems

of the Gawain poet and the prescribed poem

3. Write a note on the male —female relationship in the poem.

4. Elucidate your own views on the seduction scenes of the

poem.

5. Write briefly about the courtly love tradition of the medieval

romances.

3.7 A brief surveyon Critical Essays and Books on Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight

In this section of the unit you will be able to acquaint yourself with the
critical works on the poem and the literary genres of Middle English
period. It is important for you to read and analyze various works that
have been written on the prescribed text and familiarize yourself with
the interpretations which will help you for having a better grasp on the
texts you read. There are various studies on the poem for example the
essay of Denver Ewing Baughan’s “The Role of Morgan Le Fay in Sir
Gawain and the Green knight” published in English Literary History is
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an extensive study of the women characters and particularly on
Morgan Le Fay and the role of women as a sorceress which was
common in the literature of medieval England. Robert Blanche’s work
on colour symbolism is an interesting study of the myth behind the
colour “green” and its multifaceted interpretations in his "Games Poets
Play: The Ambiguous Use of Color Symbolism in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight.” The most essential book on the poem is J. A. Burrow’s
A Reading of Sir Gawain and theGreen Knight which acts like a
handbook for the students and the scholar where Burrow has discussed
the sections of the poem separately and has given a broad perspective
on the medieval romance tradition, the knightly ideals, the importance
of the multiple tests that Gawain had to undergo throughout the poem,
the subject of chivalry, the beheading scenes etc. In the Cambridge
Companion to Medieval Romances there are collection of essays
which are curated carefully that describes the genre of medieval
romance and the Arthurian tales from various viewpoints. The chapter
written by Christopher Baswell throws light on the origin of romances
and the issue of translations of the romances. Roberta L. Krueger’s

essay delves into the questions of gender in Sir Gawain.

3.8 Glossary

Vulgate Bible: It is the Latin translation of the Bible of late 14"
century. The Catholic church has given the status of the official Latin
Bible. The translation is extensively done by Jerome of Stridon who
was appointed by the Pope to revise the Latin Gospels. It is believed
that the Gawain poet was well versed in the Vulgate Bible.

Caesura :caesura is a break or stop or pause in one line of poetry
which is required in the rhythm of the poetry naturally. A particular

line may have more than one caesura and in Sir Gawain and the Green

53| Page



Knight the caesura is employed skillfully and in Old English poetry
too caesura has been used frequently and at times monotonously. An
accented caesura is followed by an accented syllable and vice versa.

Langland’s Piers Plowman also used this literary device.

3.9 Summing Up

The additional unit is designed to have a better grasp on the text and
by now you are familiar with different approaches of the text and the
poet. Though there are questions on the authorial credulities but the
text as an independent entity could be approached on multifarious
subjects based on the other poems written by the same poet. There are
other aspects of the poem that should be explored by you. Other facets
of the middle English period and the genres of literature must be
analyzed by you. We expect that this supplementary unit has widened
your horizon of comprehending a text and the approaches required to
read a text. There are other interpretations which can be beyond the
issues presented here and you can examine those which will broaden
your perspective further.You can study further and get engaged in
better understanding with the suggested readings that is given in the

following unit.

3.10 Suggested Readings.

Armitage. Simon. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Norton and
Company (2008)

Bloomfield. W. Morton. “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: An
Appraisal.”’PMLA , Mar., 1961, Vol. 76, No. 1 (Mar., 1961), pp. 7-19.
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Culture. C 1350-1500. Blackwell Publishing (2007)
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Green Knight.” PMLA , May, 1991, Vol. 106, No. 3 (May, 1991), pp.
500-514
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Publishing (2003)

Ruud. Jay. Encyclopedia of Medieval Literature. Fact on Files,
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Unit 4
Geoffrey Chaucer: The Nun’s Priest’s Tale

Unit Structure :

4.1 Objectives

4.2 Introduction

4.3 The Nun’s Priest’s Tale: Summary
4.4 Chauntecleer as a Round character
4.5 Pertelote

4.6 Analysis of the Poem

4.7 Summing Up

4.8 Glosarry

4.9 Reference and Suggested Reading

4.1 Objectives

This unit introduces the medieval poet Geoffrey Chaucer and the

prescribed text for study the Nun's Priest's Tale. The background of

the poet, and details to his life and times are provided in order to

familiarise the students to his works. The unit focuses on:

J Chaucer and his life

J Literary context of the poet's work

. Look into the possible approaches to the text, and

J Develop the critical faculties of students in order to enable

them to form their own judgment of the text.
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4.2 Introduction

Chaucer's nun's priest's tale of a there is opinions on variety of topics,
from economic status to moral behaviour, to dream analysis. Chaucer
combines all these factors to create a story of great entertainment. The
host of the journey to Canterbury calls upon the nun's priest to tell a
story. The expectation upon the priest to entertain as high as the
previous storyteller had not done a good job, leading the host to
remark that he was " boring all of us to death". It was an opportunity
for the priest to uplift everyone's spirits by providing and entertaining

tale, which he does and the nun's priest tale receives praise.

4.3 The Nun’s Priest’s Tale: Summary

The tale is about how the rooster is actually presented as the ruler of
the roost. The women who owns the farm, lives on a plot of land and
leads a simple life; she does not eat much and appears to be on the age
of poverty, her ' bed- and living room was thick with soot'. But the
rooster, Chauntecleer, lived the life of a king in the form, who had
everything he needed and wanted. He is neat, clean, and has a voice of
the highest quality. All the hens loved him, , but his heart belongs to
the love of his life Pertelote.

In the initial descriptions we are provided hints about the disparity
between classes (rich and poor). The old woman lives frugally in a
home which is dirty and run down. The rooster, which is a bird, lives
a much better life than her, he has shiny crown, beak, and nails. This
disparity in quality of life is one of the most important aspects of this

tale.
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Stop to consider

The Priest’s Tale is a beast fable with a moralistic purpose; but it
becomes a mock-epic, which has been mingled with burlesque,
romance, parody, tragedy, dream vision, debate, allegory, transcending

the restrictions of fable

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

In Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales, 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' is an

example of which genre?

Chauntecleer's nightmare produces one of the most hilarious scene in
the tale, the presence of the dream analysis and premonitions
emphasize the fact that these animals have human
characteristics; Chauntecleer tells Pertelote about the dream he has,
where he sees a dog-like creature stalking him, and then sees his own
lifeless body in the mouth of the creature. But Pertelote
treats Chauntecleer's nightmare as nonsense, and looks down on him
for being afraid of a dream. She brings in the reference
of Cato, Roman historian and an orator, who did not believe in
dreams, and ends up proclaiming that Chauntecleer was
constipated. Chauntecleer disagrees with Pertelote, and brings in the
writings of Cicero, a notable Roman orator, to his defense. He also
brings in several stories which agreed to dreams being able to foretell
the future. These birds display intelligence and are anthropomorphic
representations (the most common feature of fables, where animals
behave like humans).

Chauntecleer's nightmare actually comes true when another creature,

the fox, Don Russell, starts to silently stock him. The fox
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approaches Chauntecleer and tell him not to be afraid; he was only
there to honour his voice. Hearing this Chauntecleer closes his eyes

and starts to sing.

Stop to consider

1. Chaucer, by introducing structural changes to the tale,

takes away the focus from the bragging and foolish rooster,

Unfortunately for Chauntecleer, the fox grabs him and runs off.
Pertelote notices that Chauntecleer is missing and raises the alarm. The
entire farmyard, the widow, her daughters, the hens, the dogs all give a
chase behind the fox. Chanticleer tells the fox that he should stop and
turn around and give the crowd a piece of his mind. The fox falls
for Chauntecleer words and opens his mouth to do so. Taking his
chance Chauntecleer escapes to a tree top. The fox tries once again to
lure Chauntecleer down by flattering him, but Chauntecleer declines,
as he had learned his lesson. The Nun's Priest is praised by the Host at
the end of the tale, thanking him for his fine tale and turns to another

for the next tale

Check your Progress

1. In 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' from Chaucer's The Canterbury
Tales, the name of the protagonist rooster, Chauntecleer, means what?
2. In 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' from Chaucer's The Canterbury
Tales, Chauntecleer is comforted after a bad dream by his favorite

wife,
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4.4 Chauntecleer as a Round character

The Nun's Priest Tale employs animals as characters that represent
the various elements of human nature and the goal of the tale is to
reveal the truth about the human nature. The main character of this
fable is Chauntecleer, who is a rooster or a cock, characterized by his
physical appearances. The physical characteristics attached to the
rooster are that of egoistic, overconfident, and arrogant. We are

informed by the narrative that Chauntecleer is a prized cock:

And in the yard a cock called Chanticleer.

In all the land, for crowing, he'd no peer.

His voice was merrier than the organ gay

On Mass days, which in church begins to play,
More regular was his crowing in his lodge
Than is a clock or abbey horologe.

He is also described as physically handsome
His bill was black and just like jet it shone;
Like azure were his legs and toes, each one;
His spurs were whiter than the lily flower,

And plumage of the burnished gold his dower

The praise that Chauntecleer receives leads him to ignore the signs
that he receives in his dreams which foretell his demise. The narrator
tells us that according to his view it was Chauntecleer’s fault to have
listened to his wife’s advice; “his wife advice, to his dismay", which
led him to the fox's mouth. Chauntecleer's fatal mistake of not
believing in his dreams as well as his vanity is revealed when he sings
for the fox, upon falling prey to the fox's flattery. The vain rooster is
thus tricked into closing his eyes and crowing, only to be seized by the

fox and carried off. :
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When Chanticleer the fox did then espy,
He would have fled but that the fox anon
Said: "Gentle sir, alas! Why be thus gone?
Are you afraid of me, who am your friend?
Now, surely, I were worse than any fiend
If I should do you harm or villainy.

1 came not here upon your deeds to spy;
But, certainly, the cause of my coming

Was only just to listen to you sing.

For truly, you have quite as fine a voice
As angels have that Heaven's choirs rejoice;
Boethius to music could not bring

Such feeling, nor do others who can sing.

Stop to consider

2. The Nun's Priest's Tale ( middle English: The Noones
Preestes Tale of the Cok and Hen, Chauntecleer and
Pertelote) is one of the Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer
composed in 1390's. It is a beast fable and mock Epic based

on the Reynard cycle.

Check your progress

1. The tale presents a great opportunity to see the life of the
peasantry, mostly obscured in the Tales.

2. What other aspects of this household tell you things about the

economic realities of late 14th C. English peasant life?
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3. Why might the Nun's Priest pay such close attention to this

setting before moving into the beast fable?

As a result of being vainand not trusting his own
instincts, Chauntecleer is easily captured by the fox. But as the fox
runs away towards the forest, the farmyard erupts in mayhem, soon
the widow, her two daughters, the dogs, the hens even the bees are
chasing the fox. Chanticleer suggests to the fox that he should turn

around and shout insults to his pursuers:

In all his fear unto the fox did clack

And say: "Sir, were I you, as I should be,
Then would I say (as God may now help me!),
"Turn back again, presumptuous peasants all!

A very pestilence upon you fall!

The fox turns around and brags about his good fortune, and as a
result of his ego Chauntecleeris freed. @~ The fox tries to
entice Chauntecleer again, but Chauntecleer is not fooled for the

second time. He learns his lesson and tells the fox:

You shall no more, with any flattery,
Cause me to sing and close up either eye.
For he who shuts his eyes when he should see,

And wilfully, God let him ne'er be free!

Chauntecleer learns from his mistakes and does not succumb to his
ego a second time, therefore, develops as a character throughout
the course of the tale; Chauntecleer therefore can be considered a

round character in the Nun's Priest Tale.
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Stop to consider

Beast fables are a form of allegorical writing, written with the
intention of pointing out silliness of certain behavior. The main
purpose of the Nun's Priest's Tale is to provide commentary on human

behavior.

4.5 Pertelote

Pertelote is Chanticleer's favorite who is depicted as if she were a
noble lady at court. Chaucer’s tale has a subtle satirical tone, which is
displayed by Pertelote and Chanticleer's relationship that mirrors the
relationship between a lord and lady at court. By giving us a story told
from the perspective of farm animals, Chaucer layers the tale with
humor.

By rendering these relationships from the perspective of farm
animals, Chaucer underlies his fable with a layer of humor. Pertelote is
presented as someone who is nice, and a good companion, and in love
with Chauntecleer. But she soon looses interest when Chauntecleer is
disturbed by a nightmare. She exclaims that she could never marry a
coward, portraying her as someone who is easily swayed and is
judgmental. We can also see that she has a very clear vision about
what she wants from her husband; though later it is revealed that she

loves Chauntecleer deeply.

Check your progress

1. At the conclusion of 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' in Chaucer's The
Canterbury Tales, the priest receives quite a bit of praise for his tale.

Why?
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2. The old widow in 'The Nun's Priest's Tale' from
Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales lives in near poverty. With whom
does the priest contrast the widow to demonstrate economic
disparity?

3. When Pertelote and Chanticleer discuss dream analysis in '"The
Nun's Priest's Tale' as found in The Canterbury Tales, which two

notable Roman orators do they use to support their claims?

Stop to Consider

There are a succession of examples which of human flaws in the
dream debates and pompous forays into philosophies, which make it
easy to that we are in the animals’ habitat. Both Chauntecleer and
Pertelote behave unlike their avian natures as they take part in
academic argument, citing authorities such as Macrobius (c. 399-422)
to convince each other about the importance of dreams and medical
cures.

Check your progress

What was the reaction in the farmyard when Chauntecleer was
captured by the fox?

4.6 Analysis of the Poem

The Nun's Priest's Tale is an example of one of Chaucer's brilliant
storytelling. The tale is an example of the literary style called bestiary
or the beast fable. In beast fables, animals behave like human beings;
and these types of fables are written usually to insult man or make a

commentary on the flaws in the human nature. The tail makes a
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suggestion that while animals behave like men, humans often behave
like animals.

The tale is of a trivial event, which is told using the mock heroic

technique; this raises the importance of this simple story. When Don
Russell, the fox, runs of with Chauntecleer between in his Jaws, the
entire farmyard involves itself in the chase. The scene is narrated in
the elevated language which is found in the epics to describe the deeds
and Adventures of the heroes. Chaucer's tale of a fox abducting a
rooster is hardly epic,, yet, his use of elevated language makes the
reader compare the chase with that of Achille's chase of Hector
around the battlements in the Iliad. Comparing the despair of
Chauntecleer to that of Hector brings out the comic absurdity of the
situation.
Other instances of the use of the mock heroic is reference to the other
prominent traitors of history in relation to Don Russell: " a new
Iscariot, asecond Ganelon, and a false hypocrite, Greek
Sinon"; and when the farmyard animals discuss foreknowledge and
prophesies in terms of a highly intellectual nature. The elevated use
of  mock-heroic is also present in the  discussion
between Chauntecleer and Pertelote
regarding Chauntecleer's nightmare.

The opening lines in the Nun's Priest's Tale set up the contrast
between differences of the simple life of the widow and the rich life
led by the rooster, Chauntecleer. The tale represents the difference
between the classes, one of the most telling themes of this tale is that
animals representing men and women. The widow is poor and lives a
very sparse life of a humble Christian, while Chauntecleer is shown to
have belonged to the rich class, who have many obligations and
responsibilities, for example, the sun could not rise,
if Chauntecleer does not crow at dawn, which can also be interpreted

as per the middle English (as in modern) meaning of the word
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'crowing', which is boasting or bragging. Other responsibilities are
equally silly, like that of taking care of his wives.

There is a light hearted irony in the way Chauntecleer is represented
as a noble; in the description of Chauntecleer many adjectives have
been used, such as 'Castle wall', '"polished
jet', 'azure', 'lilies', 'burnished gold', which reminds the reader of a

warrior or a knight, instead of a rooster.

Stop to consider

One of Chaucer’s central sources was the twelfth-century French
“beast epic” known as the Roman de Renart, which details the
exploits of Reynard the fox and his attempts to outwit a wolf and

other animals.

Chauntecleer is superior in many ways, he is not only well informed
but very handsome. He is described in words that in mediaeval period
was associated with royalty. He is also successful in love, with his
many wives, and Pertelote being the chief among them. The irony is
also presented in the contrast between the barnyard and the real
life, bring out the pretensions and aspirations shown by the nobility
and humanity alike. Chauntecleer and Pertelote interact in the manner
of married couples who use sayings and examples of philosophers to
expound upon their arguments. In the event where Don Russell uses
flattery to ensnare chanticleer and how Chauntecleer plays on Don
Russell's ego to escape his clutches; is one of the examples of the
aspect of beast fables which deals with the issues of morality that are
presented to the readers. These are important literary tools used to tell
powerful stories describing the flowers of mankind. The reader is
given a moral through these characters about how flattery and pride go
before a fall. In the last stanza, the narrative addressing everyone

stresses on the point that the tale is not merely about a fox and a
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rooster, but more about a story of morality, a story about naivety and

good character, rather than barnyard animals.

Check your Progress

When Chauntecleer first sees the fox in The Nun’s Priet’s Tale,
What does he do?

4.7 Summing up

The Nun's Priest's Tale is one of Chaucer's most brilliant tales, and it
functions on several levels. The tale is an outstanding example of the
literary style known as a bestiary (or a beast fable) in which animals
behave like human beings. This type of fable is often applied as an
insult to man or used as a commentary on man's foibles. To suggest
that animals behave like humans is to suggest that humans often
behave like animals.

There are three main characters in this tale, the rooster Chauntecleer,
his chief wife, the hen Pertelote, and a fox named Russell. The tale
opens with Chauntecleer having a bad dream about being captured. He
shares this information with Pertelote, who rejects it as a meaningless
dream, pointing out that all dreams are meaningless and this specific
dream must have been caused by his irritability, or red choler one of
the different ‘humours’ or fluids inside the body. Therefore, she
advises her husband to take a dose of laxative and restore a healthy
balance of said fluids inside his body. Chauntecleer is not convinced
and sticks to his belief that dreams are forewarnings of actual things to
come, and should be taken seriously. Both husband and wife argue
with smaller anecdotes supporting their respective views. When night

falls, the fox Russell does not attack Chauntecleer directly instead tries
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to entrap him with clever words, declaring that he only wished to listen
to Chauntecleer’s legendary singing. He also professed to be aware of
the rooster’s father’s singing; blinding Chauntecleer with his pride. He
tries to sing with all his might, closing his eyes and straining his neck.
The foxquickly grabs the rooster’s neck and starts to run away. The
noise alerts the whole neighbourhood. Humans and animals chase the
fox. At this point Chauntecleerfuels the pride of his captor, and says
that he trusts Russell is only taking him to a quiet place in orderto
better enjoy his singing. It would be just to tell these clueless chasers
what his real intention is. Russell the fox agrees and opens his mouth
to speak, and Chauntecleer quickly escapes to a treetop. The fox tries
to sway him once more, but in vain. Chauntecleertells him that he will
not be fooled again, and the fox laments that he deserves to lose his
prize because he did not know when to keep his mouth shut. These
pronouncements become the morals of the tale, and pleasing the
gathered company of pilgrims, as is shown in the epilogue.
Chauntecleer in his argument against the meaninglessness of dreams
brings up references from history, mythology and folklore. The wide
range of information matches with the priest's career, as it was
standard requirement that priests be trained in multiple disciplines. The
tale emerges as a layered narrative showing England of that period in
various planes, but in a lighter tone than many of the other tales by the

nun's priest's co-pilgrims.

4.8 Glossary

azure a semi-precious stone, today called lapis lazuli. In the
description of Chauntecleer, the use of azure reinforces his courtly

appearance.
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humors (humours) in Chaucer's time and well into the Renaissance,
"humors" were the elemental fluids of the body — blood, phlegm,
black bile, and yellow bile — that regulated a person's physical health

and mental disposition.

The Nun's Priest: The priest of the church who accompanies the

nuns so that they may offer up their confessions.

Cato Dionysius Cato, the author of a book of maxims used in
elementary education (not to be confused with the more famous
Marcus Cato the Elder and Marcus Cato the Younger, who were

famous statesmen of ancient Rome).

tertian occurring every third day.

lauriol, centaury, and fumitory herbs that were used as cathartics or

laxatives.

Kenelm a young prince who, at seven years old, succeeded his father

but was slain by an aunt.

Macrobius the author of a famous commentary on Cicero's account

of The Dream of Scipio.

Crosus (Croesus) King of Lydia, noted for his great wealth.

Andromache wife of Hector, leader of the Trojan forces, who one

night dreamed of Hector's death.

In principio / Mulier est hominis confusio a Latin phrase meaning
"Woman is the ruin of man." Chaunticleer plays a trick on Lady

Pertelote and translates the phrase as "Woman is man's joy and bliss."

Taurus, the bull the second sign of the zodiac.
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Lancelot of the lake the popular knight of King Arthur's legendary
Round Table.

Iscariot, Judas the betrayer of Jesus to the Romans.

Ganelon, Geeniloun the betrayer of Roland, nephew of
Charlemagne, to the Moors in the medieval French epic The Song of
Roland.

Sinon a Greek who persuaded the Trojans to take the Greeks' wooden

horse into their city, the result of which was the destruction of Troy.

Physiologus a collection of nature lore, describing both the natural

and supernatural.

Don Brunel the Ass a twelfth-century work by the Englishman Nigel
Wireker. The tale refers to a priest's son who breaks a rooster's leg by
throwing a stone at it. In revenge, the bird declines to crow in the
morning of the day when the priest is to be ordained and receive a
benefice; the priest fails to wake up in time and, being late for the

ceremony, loses his preferment.

Geoffrey reference to Geoffrey de Vinsauf, an author on the use of

rhetoric during the twelfth century.

Pyrrhus the Greek who slew Priam, the king of Troy.

Hasdrubal the king of Carthage when it was destroyed by the
Romans. His wife screamed so loudly that all of Carthage heard her,
and she died by throwing herself upon Hasdrubal's funeral pyre. The

comparison to Lady Pertelote is apropos.

Nero A tyrant who, according to legend, sent many of the senators to

death accompanied by the screams and wailing of their wives. Thus,
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Lady Pertelote will be similar to the Roman wives if she loses her

husband, Chaunticleer.

Jack Straw a leader of the riots in London during the Peasants'
Revolt of 1381.

Source: “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” Cliffnotes,
www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/c/the-canterbury-tales/summary-and-

analysis/the-nuns-priests-tale.
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Unit 5
Geoffrey Chaucer: The Nun’s Priest’s Tale

(Supplementary Unit)
Unit Structure :
5.1 Objectives
5.2 Introduction
5.3 Reading the poem
5.4 Questions and Suggested Answer
5.5 Summing Up
5.6 Reference and Suggested Reading

5.1 Objectives:

After Going through this Unit, you will be able to

. Find clues as to how to read the poem
J Formulate answers to some of the questions pertaining to the
poem

5.2 Introduction:

Chaucer's nun's priest's tale of a there is opinions on variety of topics,
from economic status to moral behaviour, to dream analysis. Chaucer
combines all these factors to create a story of great entertainment. The
host of the journey to Canterbury calls upon the nun's priest to tell a
story. The expectation upon the priest to entertain as high as the
previous storyteller had not done a good job, leading the host to
remark that he was " boring all of us to death". It was an opportunity
for the priest to uplift everyone's spirits by providing and entertaining

tale, which he does and the nun's priest tale receives praise
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5.3 Reading the poem

The Nun’s Priest Tale most closely resembles the beast-fable in genre,
which has its origin in the fables of Esop. The immediate sources are
three-fold. Marie de France’s Del cok e del gupil. Beast-epics Roman
de Renart and Renart le Contrefait. The beast epic used animals to
satirise human behaviour; the fables were moral tales. The Nun’s
Priest tells his tale at the request of Harry Bailey only after the Knight
has interrupted the Monk’s Tale.“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” include the
tale itself as well as its prologue and epilogue. While the central tale
offers a bounty of text to analyze, the prologue and epilogue provide a
glimpse into the tale’s place within the larger Canterbury Tales that an
isolated reading might easily overlook. Though the Nun’s Priest cites
religious sources in his tale, the tale itself is secular: it is a retelling of
the folk fable of Chauntecleer the rooster. Here, the high ideal of
religion is displaced in favor of a more lighthearted subject. “The
Nun’s Priest’s Tale” mirrors the variety of thought present during

Chaucer’s time.

Stop to Consider
Find out more about the significance of the themes used in the
tale

o The Simple Life

o The Significance of Dreams (what types of Dreams are
mentioned?
. Analyze the dream of Chauntecleer, and also try and find

out more about the historical references made in the tale.

° Relations between husband and wife
. What role does Fortune play
) What are the stated morarilatas ?
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Think about it:

Towards the end of the Tale, the Nun’s Priest invites addresses his
audience directly:

But ye that holden this tale a folye,

As of a fox, or of a cok and hen,

Taketh the moralite, goode men.

For Seint Paul seith that al that write is,

To our doctrine it is ywrite, ywis:

Taketh the fruyt, and lat the chaf be stille. (3438-3443)

Think on these lines. The Nun’s Priest seems to invite the reader to
engage in an interpretation of his non-biblical story. But do any of
these methods help us to find the “fruyt”? Is biblical exegesis even

appropriate for understanding such a story?

5.3 Questions and Suggested Answers
5.3.1 “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” is considered a “mock-

epic.” Discuss

Hint :“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” is a parody of the epic genre in that it
transforms the folk tale of Chantecler into an epic poem. Try and find

out more about the differences between epic and mock-epic.

5.3.2%The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” remains patriarchal, or at

least socially conventional. Discuss

Hint: With Chauntecleer possessing numerous wives of which
Pertelote is his favorite, clearly referencing his identity as a farmyard
rooster but also harkening back to the Bliblical and Classical eras

where polygamy was common.
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5.3.3 Explain how Chauntecleer in The Nun's Priest's

Tale exemplifies the following elements of a tragic hero.

(Hint: apply the following in your answersl. hamartia, 2. peripeteia,

3. catastrophe, 4. anagnorisis, and 5. Katharsis).

5.3.4 Describe Pertelote's reaction to Chanticleer's
dream. Quote a line or two from the text in your answer.

Do you agree with her reaction? Why or why not?

Ans. Pertelote is shocked and ashamed, and berates him rather
severely. She says, "Avoy! ... fie on you, heartless". She also says he
has now lost her heart and her love, and that she "cannot love a
coward, by my faith". ( Hint: Answers will vary regarding her
reaction. It is fairly easy to assume we would react differently
considering we know that the fox does come and snatch him away,

thus revealing the dream to in fact be prophetic).

5.4 Summing Up

The Nun's Priest's Tale is an example of one of Chaucer's brilliant
storytelling. The tale is an example of the literary style called bestiary
or the beast fable. In beast fables, animals behave like human beings;
and these types of fables are written usually to insult man or make a
commentary on the flaws in the human nature. The tail makes a
suggestion that while animals behave like men, humans often behave
like animals.

The tale is of a trivial event, which is told using the mock heroic
technique; this raises the importance of this simple story. When Don

Russell, the fox, runs of with Chauntecleer between in his Jaws, the
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entire farmyard involves itself in the chase. The scene is narrated in
the elevated language which is found in the epics to describe the deeds
and Adventures of the heroes. Chaucer's tale of a fox abducting a
rooster is hardly epic,, yet, his use of elevated language makes the
reader compare the chase with that of Achille's chase of Hector
around the battlements in the Iliad. Comparing the despair of
Chauntecleer to that of Hector brings out the comic absurdity of the

situation.
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Unit 1

An Introduction to Renaissance Poetry

Unit Structure :

1.1 Objectives

1.2 Introduction

1.3 Renaissance humanism
14 Renaissance in Britain
1.5 Renaissance Poetry

151 INTRODUCTION
152 Tudor and Early Elizabethan Poets
153 Edmund Spenser, Phillip Sidney and other Elizabethans

154  Marlowe and Shakespeare

1.5.5 1.5.5 Elizabethan Sonnet

1.5.6 Did Women have a Renaissance?

1.6 Summing Up

1.7 Glossary
18 Reference and Suggested Reading

1.1 Objectives

This unit is designed to introduce the students to the poetry produced
during the Renaissance period in England. In this regard, a brief
survey of the trajectory of the Renaissance can be helpful to

contextualize English Renaissance poetry. Thus, after going through
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this unit, you are expected to be able to

) understand and describe the characteristic traits Renaissance

movement and its impacts upon the writers, especially poets

. identify the element of humanism that earmarked the

movement

. know the major traits of English Renaissance poetry including

its trends

. familiarize with the prominent figures of Renaissance poetry

1.2 Introduction

The term ‘Renaissance’ literally denotes ‘rebirth’. It may also signify a
reawakening into the knowledge which existed in the past or revival of
interest in the antiquity of classical Greek, Rome, etc. The term has its
roots in Italian rinascenza or rinascimento. It is generally applied to
signify the historical period that followed the Middle Ages or the
Medieval Period. Many scholars believe that the Renaissance proper
began in Europe (Italy) in the latter half of the 14th Century and
continued throughout Europe in the 15" and 16 centuries and even
after that. This period i1s marked by a renewed interest in ancient
languages, the recovery of antique manuscripts, and the return to the
classical ideals underlying the era’s defining intellectual movement
called humanism. They took a greater interest in their heritage, as was
there in Greek and Roman times as opposed to what the Church had
taught them. It was a period that brought about profound changes in
the philosophical outlook of the people of Europe. The intellectual
minds were ignited and the zest for exploring intellectual and
geographical dimensions was at its peak. Renaissance thinkers showed
immense interest in classical art and culture and there was a deviation
from the obsolete literature of the middle ages to the classical
literature. There was a deviation from the whole to the individual —

from general to particular in the Renaissance. In general, Renaissance
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opened the door of immense possibilities.

Check Your Progress

1. What did Wyatt and Surrey do for English poetry?

(Hint: Look for their contribution and their achievements)
2. What is Blank Verse?

(Hint: Surrey introduced it to English.)

1.3 Renaissance Humanism

Humanism was the philosophical backbone of this movement of the
Renaissance. It helped people discover their potential as opposed to
the emphasis on religion. The impact was so overwhelming that it
changed the mindset of the people from the dark ages of the middle
ages to the sunshine of the modern age. The language and literature
don new clothes in the new day. The impulse was instrumental in
intensifying individual scholarship of scientific, geographical, and
classical cognition to a so far unthinkable extent. There was an
immense faith in the potential of individual man as he existed in this
world. It also asserted that religion did not constitute the core of
human life on earth. The Renaissance emphasized the present and
secular lives that involve the appreciation of beauty and artifacts, and
the emphasis on the other senses had a tremendous impact on human
life. Renaissance men and women studied Greek literature with
tremendous enthusiasm and inquisitiveness and developed new
insights with every rereading. The works of Aristotle and Plato and the
plays of Euripides, Sophocles, and Aristophanes were rediscovered,
reread, and reinterpreted. Thus, man, in general, becomes the essence
of Renaissance scholarship. Renaissance scholars wisely called
themselves humanists, who are interested in anything that talked about
human existence in this life. Petrarch and Boccaccio were among the

early humanists, and their works are described as the dawn of the
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Renaissance. Great scientist Copernicus tried to prove that the Sun and
not the Earth, was the center of the Universe. In religion, John
Wycliffe and John Huss, and Martin Luther fought against the evils of
the Church and the foul authority. The Renaissance minds considered
themselves as modern in every aspect and tried to break free of the
shackles of the middle ages. The Renaissance spread rapidly from its
birthplace in Florence to the rest of Italy in the 15th century, and soon
to the rest of Europe. The invention of the printing press by German
printer Johannes Gutenberg allowed the rapid transmission of these
new ideas. As it spread, its ideas diversified and changed, being
adapted to local culture leading to the rise of vernacular literature

throughout Europe.

SAQ
From your reading what do you understand by the term Renaissance?
(30 words)

Stop to Consider

Renaissance and Humanism: Let’s consider the following comments:
According to literary Historian William J. Long:

“The term Renaissance, though used by many writers to denote the
whole transition from the Middle Ages to the modern world is more
correctly applied to the revival of art resulting from the discovery and
imitation of classic models in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Humanism applies to the revival of classical literature...”
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And according to J. A. Cuddon, the humanists of the Renaissance
period were students of literae humaniores — the literature of the
Greek and Latin poets, dramatists, philosophers, historians, and
rhetoricians. As a European phenomenon, it was more worldly and
thus espoused more secular and anthropocentric philosophy. It helped
to civilize man, to make him realize potential powers and gifts, rather

than on the preparation for eternal and spiritual life.

1.4 Renaissance in Britain

In Britain, the impact of the Renaissance begun to be felt with the rise
of the Tudor Dynasty (1485-1603) and attained its peak during the
reign of Queen Elizabeth (1558-1603) and manifested in different
genres like drama, poetry, and prose. This can also be taken as a
cultural and artistic movement visible after the end of the Wars of
Roses (1455-1485) and started with the Tudor dynasty. The second
half of the 16™ century is usually regarded as the height of the English
Renaissance. The resultant intellectual thrust of the Renaissance
moved the people forward from the primarily gloomy and passive
literature of the past and got engaged in the modern active life that
gave some meaning to their spirit of exploration. The major issues that
manifested during Renaissance reflected the evolved culture, appetite
for exploration, and enthusiasm to create new literature. However, this
period also witnessed the continuation of some aspects of the literary
practices of the Middle Ages and writers tried to incorporate the same
with the newfound secular ideas. The pragmatic, anthropocentric
approach and the passion to reform society was the hallmark of
Renaissance literature. The development of the printing press in
England by Caxton in 1474 propelled the widespread impact of the

Renaissance throughout England.
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Stop to Consider

There were many great civilizations in Europe. Still, why the
Renaissance first started in Italy? Why of all European countries
Renaissance had to be started in Italy? The geographical location of
Italy has got something to do with it. Italy used to connect the rest of
Europe with the Byzantium Empire and the Arab worlds as a trade
route. As the trade progressed, this particular area comprising
Florence, Venice, Milan, and Rome flourished financially competing
among them to patronise culture, sculpture, music, and any forms of

scholasticism. They became the epicenter of the Renaissance.

In the 13" century, Italian authors began writing in their native
vernacular language rather than in Latin, French, or Provencal. The
earliest Renaissance literature appeared in 14™ century Italy with
writers like Dante, Petrarch, and Machiavelli. From the early 15t
Century onwards the influence of the Renaissance rapidly spread
across Europe. Renaissance literature is characterized by the adoption
of a Humanist philosophy and the recovery of the classical literature of
Antiquity, experimentation with form and structure, modern outlook,
and benefited from the spread of printing in the latter part of the 15%

century.

1.5 Renaissance Poetry

1.5.1 Introduction

Many critics consider Elizabethan Poetry as the high Renaissance
poetry in English and is one of the major literary outputs of this period.
The kind of poetry that was produced in this period was very different
in style, outlook, treatment of the subject matter, and theme from the
poetry that was produced in the Medieval period. However, there was
a certain continuity of medieval history and values into the Elizabethan

times evident in the poetry of this period. It was primarily secular and
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relatively modern, and the Renaissance intellectual input and effect of
Reformation were very much visible in it. The printing of texts helped
establish English as a literary language by standardizing modern
English. Caxton printed English poetry of Gower, Lydgate, and
Chaucer as well as translations of classical and continental poetry.
This opened the intellectual horizon of English minds. Gradually
printing manifold and literacy increased, and English education was
transformed by Renaissance humanism with an emphasis on
disciplines of rhetoric and eloquence. Renaissance poetry was
beginning to emerge. The Reformation, together with the Renaissance
pushed poetry towards new and hitherto unexplored directions. A clear
shift from the narrative poetry of the earlier times towards lyrical
poetry like sonnet, pastoral poetry was visible. English Renaissance

poetry can be categorised into three different phases.

Check Your Progress

1. How did Renaissance influence English writers, especially
poets?
(Hint: enquire how classical writers worked as models for
English poets)

2. How did printing help in the development of Renaissance
poetry?
(Hint: Consider the effect of printing press in the publication of

books etc.)

3. What are the differences between Medieval poetry and

Renaissance poetry?

(Difference of language, outlook of poet, theme, structure etc)
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1.5.2 Tudor and Early Elizabethan Poets:

The earliest phase of the English Renaissance can be taken as the
native phase because of its roots in medieval tradition. Notable poets
of this phase are John Skelton, Sir Thomas Wyatt, Henry Howard,
Thomas Sackville, George Gascoigne, Thomas Churchyard, George
Whetstone, George Whetstone, Barnabe Googe, etc. John Skelton
(1460-1529) is usually considered the first Renaissance poet of
England. Learned and versatile, Skelton wrote occasional poetry
celebrating the reign of the Tudors. Most of his poems, however,
reveal an independent mind, which is also reflective, playful, and
satiric at times. His short, thyme-rich lines featuring colloquial diction
and rhythms came to be known as Skeltonics later on. His major
poems include The Bouge of Court (1499), an allegorical dream vision
warning of court corruption; "Speak, Parrot," "Colin Clout," and "Why
Come Ye Not to Court?" (1522).

The first fruit of the English Renaissance was Tottel's Miscellany (first
titled as Songes and Sonettes), printed by an enterprising printer
Richard Tottel in 1557. It included poems written by poets or courtly
makers that existed in manuscript form till then. Almost half of the
poems were by Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-42) and Henry Howard, Earl
of Surrey. These two poets were hugely influenced by the Italian
Renaissance. Wyatt wrote verse letters, lyrics, and satires warning
court corruption, and his dozens of poems are about love recount and
disillusionment  included his much-anthologized rhyme-royal
masterpiece "They Flee from Me" (1530). Surrey introduced blank
verse into the English Literary scenario in Book II and IV of
translation of Virgil’s Aeneid. He developed the English sonnet by
organizing the fourteen lines into three quatrains and a couplet
(abab, cdcd, efef, gg) instead of the Italian sonnet's structure of octave
and sestet. Thus, the chief literary contributions of these two men are
the introduction of the blank verse and sonnet to the Elizabethan

audience. Another popular book in the second half of the 16th century
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was A Mirror for Magistrates (1559), a collection of verse laments by
various authors recounting the downfall of princes and other powerful
figures in English history.

Two other poets of the significance of this period are Thomas
Sackville (1536-1608), the 1% Earl of Dorset, and George Gascoigne.
Sackville’s poem “Induction” (1563) is considered the finest single
poem written between Chaucer and Spencer. In 1561 he composed the
first English play inblank verse, Gorboduc with Thomas Norton,
which deals with the consequences of political rivalry. There were
very few poets of significance after Chaucer and before Spencer that
English literary history has to reckon with. The co-author
of Gorboduc, Thomas Norton (1532-84) is known for plays and verse,
especially sonnets he composed with Jasper Heywood. He also
contributed to Tottel's Miscellany. George Gascoigne (1525-77), poet
and soldier, wrote the first blank verse satire of English literature
titled Steel Glass (1576). He is also known for his amorous and mock-
heroic poem Dan Bartholomew of Bath. There was the discernible
influence of Petrarch in Gascoigne and his other significant
contribution include The Drum of Doomsday, The View of Worldly
Vanities, The Shame of Sin, The Needle's Eye, Remedies against the
Bitterness of Death, A Delicate Diet for Dainty-mouthed Drunkards,
The Grief of Joy, The Griefs or Discommodities of Lusty Youth, The
Vanities of Beauty, The Faults of Force and Strength, The Vanities of
Activities, etc. Another versatile writer of this period was Thomas
Churchyard (1520-1604). He rose to brief fame through his occasional
verse, pamphlets on wartime experiences, and pageants for
Queen Elizabeth 1. Churchyard’s earliest work 4 Myrrour for
Man (1552) reflects on the state of man. His most important poem,
“The Legend of Shore’s Wife,” was printed in the 1563 edition of 4
Mirror for Magistrates and also authored lyrics in Tottel’s Miscellany.
Another little-known writer of this early Tudor period George
Whetstone (1544-87) commemorated his friend George Gascoigne in a
long elegy. His first volume, the Rocke of Regarde (1576), consisted of

tales in prose and verse adapted from the Italian. George Turberville
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(1540-1610) is the first English poet to publish a book of verses to his
lady, a genre that became popular in the Elizabethan age later on. He
wrote Epitaphes, Epigrams, Songs, and Sonnets (1567), which had
models in Tottel’s Miscellany and the Greek Anthology, addressing
poems to his lady, the Countess of Warwick. He is also remembered
for his translations of Ovid and Mantuanus (1567), which included
early attempts atthe blank versein English. Lesser known but
significant Barnabe Googe (1540-94) was one of the earliest English
pastoral poet and translator who wrote in a plain or native style which.
Googe's important contribution to pastoral poetry in English rests with
his cycle of eclogues that synthesise trends from classical pastoral, the
work of Mantuan, and the pastoral elements of Spanish romance. The
poems of George Turberville, Thomas More, George Gascoigne,
and Walter Raleigh are examples of a similar style. The English
pastoral poem "Phyllida was a fayer maid" (from Tottel's Miscellany)

has been doubtfully ascribed to Googe.

Check Your Progress

3. What did Wyatt and Surrey do for English poetry?

(Hint: Look for their contribution and their achievements)
4. What is Blank Verse?

(Hint: Surrey introduced it to English.)

1.5.3 Edmund Spenser, Phillip Sidney and other
Elizabethans

With Edmund Spenser (1552-99), the “poet’s poet” (C. Lamb) English
poetry entered into a new age of refreshing variety. He was one of the
most important non-dramatic poetic figures of the English
Renaissance. Although very little biographical detail is available about
Spenser, it is believed that he received a befitting education and rose to

prominence in London at a very young age without having any
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privileged birth. Edmund Spenser popularised pastoral poetry in
England and with the publication of The Shepherd’s Calendar in 1579
Elizabethan age entered the Golden Age of Literature, especially for
poetry in England. Spenser held Chaucer in high regard and he
considered Chaucer as “The well of English undefiled”. This respect
for the past in Spencer created a balanced blend of all the finer things
of medieval poetry and contemporary poetic trends in his poetic
discourse. He is the one who lent English poetry a relatively modern
structure with modern thoughts and attitudes. The protestant influence
was reflected in his writing as well as in his attitude towards life and
politics in general. Spenser died at the very young age of 46 in 1599.
Most of his poetic oeuvre was composed during his stay in Ireland. His
first poem, The Shepherd’s Calendar which can be called the first
work of the English literary Renaissance, was published while he was
only 27 and was dedicated to his friend Phillip Sidney. It is a pastoral
elegy concerning the theme of a sense of loss and the golden age. His
best work and undoubtedly one of the finest poetic works of
Elizabethan time is the heroic or allegorical epic The Faerie
Queen (1589-96), written in what came to be known as the Spenserian
stanza. It has some affinity with Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales in its
structure and is written in the form of a set of six books (the original
plan was to write 12 books). The design is grand and expansive and
some of its parts are still unfinished. It is believed that Spenser
published The Faerie Queen with the assistance of Walter Raleigh,
who encouraged him to write and made all his works public. In The
Faerie Queene Spenser proved himself a master artist of
musing picture, music, meter, and story together. It seems that the epic
celebrates Elizabeth I and Tudor rule, but it is also a satiric, suggestive
text, full of surprises and contradictions. Spenser created a new stanza
for his masterpiece which came to be known as the Spenserian stanza
later on. The Spenserian stanza is more or less an expansion and
intensification of rhyme royal and makes The Faerie Queene all the
more suspenseful, thought-provoking, musical, and even mesmerizing.

Two of Spenser’s works Amoretti (1595), and Epithalamion (1595)
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were written while he was in a relationship with Elizabeth Boyle, his
future wife. Amoretti, which celebrates immortality of spiritual love
and temporality of physical love, is a set of 88 sonnets where he talks
about his luck towards his lady love. His lyric poem Epithalamion can
be taken as the noblest wedding hymn in contemporary English
literature. This set of poems is unique among Renaissance sonnet
sequences in that it celebrates a successful love affair culminating in
marriage. One of Spenser’s most effective pastoral poems Colin Clouts
Come Home Againe (1595) describes a provincial lad’s resistance
against the authority, with subsequent reflections on false, superficial
love. During this time, he supervised the printing of some of his other
poems in a collection called Complaints (1591), many of which had
probably been written earlier in his career and were now being
published to benefit from the great success of his new heroic poem.

Spenser’s illustrious friend Sir Phillip Sidney (1554-86) is another
prominent figure of English Renaissance poetry. He was born into the
nobility and was the eldest son of Sir Henry Sidney and his wife, Lady
Mary Dudley, daughter of the duke of Northumberland. The noble
lineage provides him easy access to many influential political and
social circles of contemporary times. Sidney was the model of a
perfect Renaissance gentleman — soldier, courtier, scholar, diplomat,
knight, lover, and poet — all rolled into one. He was awarded a
knighthood in the year 1583 by the Queen herself and was the patron
of several artists and writers that included Edmund Spenser, Abraham
Fraunce, Thomas Lodge, etc. He was a complete courtier poet having
all sorts of military and diplomatic prowess and a protestant to the core
with strong English roots. It is rightly said that no one can get more
English than him. Being a member of the parliament, he had the
opportunity to travel widely across European countries like France,
Germany, Poland, Austria, Hungary, and Italy. This experience of
coming into close contact with different cultures and society accounted
for the kind of poetry that we see in him. In the year 1582, he
composed the sonnet sequence Astrophel and Stella (1591) that

recounts a courtier’s passion in delicately fictionalized terms. These
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witty and impassioned sonnets helped Elizabethan poetry attain a kind
of maturity. His An Apology for Poetry or The Defence of Poesie
(1579) remains the finest work of Elizabethan literary criticism. It was
written as a response to Stephen Gosson’s attack on the poetic

expression and morality of the stage.

Stop to Consider
It will not be wrong to say that Phillip Sidney was the person who set

the literary tone in England and started the trend of formulating
literary clubs that became the centre of numerous discussions igniting

the minds of many literary brains of England.

Sir Walter Raleigh (1552-1618), was another Renaissance man like
Sidney. He was a statesman, soldier, spy, writer, poet, explorer,
and learned gentleman. One of the most notable figures of
the Elizabethan era, he played a leading part inthe English
colonization of North America. C. S. Lewis considered him as one of
the era's "silver poets", a group of writers who resisted the Italian
Renaissance influence of dense classical reference and elaborate poetic
devices. Written in a relatively straightforward and plain style,
Raleigh’s poetry contains strong personal treatments of themes such as
love, loss, beauty, and time. Most of his poems are short lyrics that
were inspired by actual events. In poems such as "What is Our Life"
and "The Lie", Raleigh expresses an attitude more characteristic of the
Middle Ages than of the dawning era of humanistic optimism.
However, his lesser-known long poem "The Ocean's Love to Cynthia"
combines medieval vein with the more elaborate conceits associated

with his contemporaries Edmund Spenser and John Donne.

Check Your Progress

1. How did minor poets contributed to Renaissance poetry?

(Hint: Make a list of lesser known poets from your study and see
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what they wrote)
2. What is pastoral elegy?

(Hint: A very favorite narrative poetry with the Renaissance poet )

Fulke Greville (1554-1628), a poet, dramatist, and statesman was the
principal courtly writer of the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras, apart
from his short-lived friend Sir Philip Sidney. Known as a composer of
short poems, Greville’s other poetic contributions include sonnet
sequence Caelica (1633); and verse treatises An Inquisition upon
Fame and Honor (1633), A Treatise of Humane Learning (1633), A
Treatise of Wars (1633), A Treatise of Monarchy (1670), and 4
Treatise of Religion (1670). Caelica differed in tone from most
Elizabethan sequences, and its treatment being realistic and ironic
rather than romantic. His verse treatises reflected the role of the
statesmen in keeping order in a naughty world. His poem ‘“Humane
Learning” ponders over the effectiveness of instruments and aims of
earthly knowledge and, in stressing practical improvements, probably
owed something to his friend Francis Bacon.

Better known as a classical scholar and an important figure in the
English Renaissance, George Chapman (1559-1634) was a playwright,
poet, and translator. An anticipator of the metaphysical poets of the
17th century, Chapman’s first published work was The Shadow of
Night (1594), composed of two hymns, one to Night and one to
Cynthia. It is partly allegorical as in the tale of Euthimya (whose name
means “Cheerfulness”) and the hunt (or chase of the passions) in
“Cynthiam”. Despite the notoriety of obscurity, this poem displays
throughout a quite remarkable and clear handling of syntax within
some powerful pentameter couplets. Chapman is best remembered for
his  translations of  Homer's lliad and Odyssey,  and  the
Homeric Batrachomyomachia. His translation of
the /liad and Odyssey were penned in iambic heptameter and iambic

pentameter respectively, extending and elaborating on Homer's
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original contents to add descriptive detail or moral and philosophical
interpretation and emphasis. Chapman's translation of Homer was
much admired by John Keats in his famous poem On First Looking
into Chapman's Homer, and also drew attention from Samuel Taylor
Coleridge and T. S. Eliot. Other poems by Chapman include De
Guiana, Carmen Epicum (1596), on the exploits of Sir Walter Raleigh;
a continuation of Christopher Marlowe's unfinished Hero and
Leander (1598); and Euthymiae Raptus, or the Tears of Peace (1609).
Some critics hold that Chapman to be the ‘rival poet’ of Shakespeare's
sonnets (in sonnets 78—86). Chapman also translated the Homeric
Hymns, the Georgics of Virgil, The Works of Hesiod (1618, dedicated
to Francis Bacon), the Hero and Leander of Musaeus (1618), and

the Fifth Satire of Juvenal (1624).

SAQ

Who according to you are three major poets of Renaissances in
England? (30 words)

1.5.4 Marlowe and Shakespeare

The poetic works of the two Elizabethan greats, Christopher Marlowe
(1564-93) and William Shakespeare (1564-1616) are integral to
Renaissance poetry. They not only excelled as dramatists but also
dominated the poetic scene of the Elizabethan age. Both the dramatic
and non-dramatic verses of these two greats are of high quality.

Christopher Marlowe, in his short life, became a role model for most
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of the dramatic poets of the 16th century, especially in their use of
language and the blank-verse lines. According to Havelock Ellis,
“Marlowe’s place is at the heart of English poetry”. Thomas Nashe
described Marlowe as “a diviner Muse” than Musaeus; George Peele
called him “the Muses’ darling”. Marlowe began writing verse by
translating the Roman poets Ovid and Lucan. Marlowe’s translations
of these elegies are not uniformly successful, but they nevertheless
form an impressive achievement. There are 48 poems in the
collection All Ovids Elegies. Amores, the first book of Latin elegiac
couplets by Ovid with translation by Marlowe (1580) was burned
publicly as offensive in 1599. Marlowe’s The Passionate Shepherd to
His Love (1587—-88) is a popular lyric of the time. His unfinished but
splendid narrative poem Hero and Leander (1593), completed by
George Chapman in 1598, is one of the finest non-dramatic
Elizabethan poems apart from those produced by Edmund Spenser. It
is based on the work of the poet Musaeus on Greek mythology and is
considered a mock-epic because of the prevalence of humour in it.
This poem is also called an “epillyon” or mini-epic due to its themes,
length, and subject matter. The influence of Ovid’s Metamorphosis is
very evident in Marlow’s version of Hero and Leander. He also
successfully  translated  Book  One of Lucan’s  epic
poem Pharsalia (1593).

Marlowe’s coveted successor William Shakespeare conquered the
Renaissance poetic scene in the same manner he did with the
Renaissance drama. Apart from his sonnets, the study of his non-
dramatic poetry can illuminate Shakespeare’s activities as a poet
emphatically of his own age, especially in the period of extraordinary
literary flourish in the last decade of the reign of Queen Elizabeth. The
closure of theatre during 1593-94 because of the Plague prompted
Shakespeare to venture into poetry. Shakespeare’s long narrative poem
Venus and Adonis (1593) is unquestionably a Renaissance product and
can be read as a traditional Ovidian fable, locating the origin of the
inseparability of love and sorrow in Venus’s reaction to the death of

Adonis. Like Marlowe’s Hero and Leander, Venus and Adonis is
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rightly appreciated as an erotic fantasy glorifying the inversion of
established categories and values. After the success of Venus and
Adonis Shakespeare wrote The Rape of Lucrece (1594) which works
on a combination of ancient and contemporary elements. Unlike Venus
and Adonis, Lucrece is not set in a mythical golden age, but in a fallen,
violent world of corrupt morality. In Venus and Adonis, an innocent
Adonis rejects the sexual advances of Venus; while in The Rape of
Lucrece, the virtuous wife Lucrece is raped by the lustful Tarquin.
Influenced by Ovid's Metamorphoses, both the poems show the guilt
and moral confusion that result from uncontrolled lust. A third
narrative poem, A Lover's Complaint, in which a young woman
laments her seduction by a persuasive suitor, was printed in the first
edition of the Somnets in 1609. Most scholars now accept that
Shakespeare wrote A Lover's Complaint. The Phoenix and the Turtle,
printed in Robert Chester's 1601 Love's Martyr, mourns the deaths of
the legendary phoenix and his lover, the faithful turtle dove. In 1599,
two early drafts of sonnets 138 and 144 appeared in The Passionate
Pilgrim, published under Shakespeare's name but without his
permission. Both Marlowe and Shakespeare’s long narrative poems
were very popular.

Another prominent name of this period, Michael Drayton (1563-1631)
published his first book verse translations from Old Testament prayers
entitled The Harmonie of the Churchin 1591. After that, he
experimented with different contemporary genres that were in fashion.
His Idea, The Shepheards Garland (1593) is pastoral eclogues
modeled on Spenser’s Shepheardes Calender. Ideas Mirrour (1594) is
a sonnet sequence of 51 poems of three or four quatrains concluded by
a couplet. Erotic idyll Endimion and Phoebe (1595) is a mythological
narrative in couplets describing the fortunes of Endimion (Drayton),
who falls in love with Phoebe (Lucy Harington). Robert, Duke of
Normandy (1596) and Mortimeriados (1596) are his historical heroic
poem. The last poem was originally written in rhyme royal and was
recast in Ludovico Ariosto’s ottava rima verse as The Barrons

Warres (1603). Drayton’s most original poem of this period
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includes Englands Heroicall Epistles (1597) which is a series of pairs
of letters exchanged between famous lovers in English history.

John Marston (1576-1634) was a poet, playwright, and satirist during
the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean periods. He contributed to the
development of a distinctively Jacobean style in poetry and its
idiosyncratic vocabulary. He is fondly remembered for the energetic
and often obscure style of his poetry.

Thomas Lodge (1576-1625) was another popular poet of the
Elizabethan era who wrote the Ovidian verse fables Scillaes
Metamorphosis (1589). It is one of the earliest English poems to retell
a classical story with imaginative embellishments, and strongly
influenced  Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis. Lodge’s next
collection Phillis (1593) contains amorous sonnets and pastoral
eclogues from French and Italian originals. InA4 Fig for
Momus (1595), he introduced classical satires and verse epistles into
English literature for the first time. Nearly two hundred poets were
recorded in the short period from 1558 to 1625, including many
prolific writers. This is testified in The Paradyse of Daynty
Devices (1576), or A Gorgeous Gallery of Gallant Inventions (1578),

where we can find hundreds of songs written by numerous poets.

SAQ

What according to you are the major publications of Renaissance
poetry? (20 words)

Why Blank Verse became so popular with the Renaissance poets?
(25 words)

Discuss major narrative poetry composed by Marlowe and
Shakespeare. (30 words)




1.5.5 Elizabethan sonnet:

Sonnets were the most important fruit of the Renaissance poetry which
was beginning to be written from the early Elizabethan period
onwards. It has an Italian origin and dates back to the days of Dante
and Petrarch. Believed to be originated in Sicily and Provence, the
sonnet is a short poem of fourteen lines, usually in iambic pentameter,
expressing one single feeling in two parts — octave and sestet. The
octave, a stanza of eight lines, has two rhymes appearing
alternately abba, abba. The sestet, a stanza of six lines, has either three
or two rhymes, cdecde or cdcdcd. In Britain, it was almost in the 1590s
that saw the heyday of English sonnets. Sonnet became more popular
than it ever was during any earlier times even in its place of origin, i.e.
Italy. The credit of popularizing sonnets in the English literary
scenario mainly goes to Shakespeare and it is a tribute to this great
literary genius that English sonnet is known as Shakespearean sonnet
as well. However, it was Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-42) and Henry
Howard, Earl of Surrey (1517-47) who first introduced sonnets to the
English audience. These two gentlemen wrote amorous sonnets that
were modeled after the Italian master Petrarch. But, the English variety
of sonnet underwent a change that adopted a rhyme scheme widely
different from the original one. Surrey completed his sonnets in three
quatrains in alternate rhyme, abab, cdcd, efef, followed by a
concluding couplet gg. This was later on used magnificently by
Shakespeare in the true Renaissance spirit. Thus, the two-part scheme
of Petrarchan sonnet was modified by the English practitioners
including the great Shakespeare which went on to become one of the
poetic mainstays of the Renaissance. Apart from these varieties of
Renaissance sonnet, Edmund Spenser evolved a new one, in which
each of the quatrains was interlinked by an intricate rhyme scheme:
abab, bebce, cded, ee. Though there is no fixity of the subject matter of
the sonnet, the Elizabethan has mostly restricted the thematic concern

to love and friendship.
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Sonnet rose to its pinnacle of glory in the Elizabethan period itself at a
time when drama enjoyed overwhelming popularity. But, how it rose
to prominence and changed the status of the sonnet form. In this
regard, we must consider the influence Sir Phillip Sidney (1580-83)
created upon Elizabethan writers to take up sonnet form as serious
literature. The first major sonnet cycle of Renaissance England was Sir
Phillip Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella (1591). This sequence included
108 sonnets that talk about the unsuccessful courtship through the two
main figures of Astrophil and Stella. Sidney’s sequence was followed
shortly by Daniel’s Delia (1592), Lodge’s Phillis (1593),
Constable’s Diana (1594), Drayton’s Ideas’s Mirror (1594), and
Spenser’s Amoretti (1595).

After Sidney, William Shakespeare, with his sequence of 154 sonnets
published in 1606, put the Elizabethan sonnet at its pinnacle of glory
in English literature. This sequence is not only the most innovative and
psychologically complex of all the sonnet sequences but also arguably
one of the greatest collections of lyric poems in English. Developing
further the English sonnet first established by Wyatt and Surrey,
Shakespeare captures the mind in many moods and patterns of thought
- vulnerability, anxiety, longing, rejection, confidence, disgust,
worldliness, anger, regret, hope, jealousy, depression, etc in different
sonnets. His sonnets are not imitations but original and unconventional
in nature. Here, the poet-lover addresses not a lady but a beloved
young man (in sonnets 1-126), and a lady (in sonnets 127-52) - the
poet-lover’s sexual partners. He was followed sincerely by many

English poets over the years.

Stop To Consider

Until the days of Shakespeare, the sonnet was considered a minor form
of poetry. It was dismissed as an exhausted genre and many writers did
not want to experiment with the form since nothing much has left to be
done with this form of writing — thematically more theological with

little possibility of cultural traction. The sonnet form was also seen as
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too feminine and was not considered a masculine kind of art by the
male writers. Moreover, the sonnet had a catholic connection because
of its origin in Italy. As English was one of a protestant stronghold, it
was considered blasphemous to practice a catholic form of expression.
Some even rejected as too artificial for English rhymes. In comparison,
drama enjoyed more popularity amongst the Elizabethan writers, and
the stage was considered more profitable in comparison to the sonnet
form. However, we can find there were three varieties of sonnets are

Petrarchan, Shakespearean and Spenserian.

1.5.6 Did women have a Renaissance?

Although there was not much literature created by women during this
period, there were few women writers who managed to achieve some
sort of personal articulation in the form of poetry. Mary Sidney
Herbert, Countess of Pembroke (1561-1621), and sister of Phillip
Sidney was an exception because of her noble birth. She is listed
alongside Spenser, Shakespeare, and her brother in English literary
history. She was the most accomplished female writer of the 16%
century. She translated Petrarch's Triumph of Death into English terza
rima and Robert Garnier's Antonius, A Tragedy (1592) into English
blank verse. Anne Askew (1521-46), is another important and earliest
known woman poet of English Literature. Another important poet was
Isabella Whitney (active during 1567-73) who published a love
complaint (1567) and a collection of secular poems and prose, 4 Sweet
Nosgay, or Pleasant Posye (1573). Her next publication The Flowers
of Philosophy (1572) evidences her female experience, colloquial
voice, and sense of purpose. Other prominent names of women writers
include Margaret Tyler, Emilia Lanyer, Elizabeth Cary (1585-1639),
and Lady Mary Wroth (1587-1651). Margaret Tyler is known for her
successful translation of the Spanish romance The Mirror of Princely
Deeds and Knighthood into English in 1578. Emilia Lanyer, whose

work is considered as the earliest feminist work of England is known
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for her single volume of poems titled Salve Deus Rex
Judaeorum (1611). Elizabeth Cary was a poet, translator, and
dramatist. Her The Tragedy of Mariam, the Fair Queen of
Jewry (1613) was the first play written by a woman. Lady Mary Wroth

wrote an important sonnet sequence Pamphilia to Amphilanthus.

Most of the critics and historians discussing the Renaissance literature
do not accord any space to the female writers of the Renaissance
period. There may be many reasons that account for the absence of
women writers from the literary landscape of the Renaissance, e. g. low
literacy rates among women, non-availability of the printed form of
writing by women, restricted circulation, presence of non-canonical
forms (letters, diaries, etc), the possibility of censorship by male
authority, etc. Although some intellectual leaders of the later 16th
century advocated literacy in women, few encouraged them to study
rhetoric, humanism, and poetics. So, the question is — did women were
part of this celebration of the secular, free spirit of Renaissance
literature? This question was raised by Joan Kelly-Gadol’s 1997 essay
“Did Women Have a Renaissance?” She argued that women’s historical
experiences differ from that of men. While there were lots of options
available for men during the Renaissance’s celebrated concept of
courtly love was structured in such a way that it highlighted women’s
passivity and virginity. This did not take into account the women’s
point of view. In general, the status of women was pathetic in this age
of rational thinking. Women of this period were mostly perceived in

gendered roles and had no suffrage and access to university education.

SAQ
Describe the major characteristics of Renaissance poetry. (100 words)




Define sonnet with proper examples. (30 words)

What according to you are the reasons behind Sonnets becoming a
major trend of Renaissance poetry in England? (50 words)

1.6 Summing Up

It is difficult to point out precisely when the phenomenon of the
Renaissance came to an end. Probable it never ended and its effect
continued to be felt throughout ages. Literary achievements don’t
neatly conform to an era’s political and social milestones. It should be
noted that by Elizabeth’s death, many of the greatest Elizabethan poets
were writing at or near their peak. The Metaphysical schools of poets,
who were the men of letters, were beginning to assert their presence
including Donne, George Herbert, Henry Vaughan, Andrew Marvell,
and others. Though the Metaphysical poets were criticised by their
contemporary Johnson for combining most heterogeneous ideas and
their use of conceit and ingenuity, they are held in high esteem by
modernists like T. S. Eliot. A famous example is Donne’s “A
Valediction: Forbidding Mourning,” where he compares two lovers’
souls to the “stiff twin” legs of a geometer’s compass, one moving, the
other fixed, the two inextricably connected. Later on, a contrasting

school of poets appeared on the scene - the Cavalier poets,
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including Robert Herrick, Thomas Carew, and Richard Lovelace. They
were Royalists and tended to harmonize classical moderation and
cosmopolitan wit in measured verses. Most of the celebrated virtues of
the English Renaissance religious and secular, classical and topical got
reflected in the poetry of John Milton, whose synthesizing mind
produced Paradise Lost (1667, 1674) that stands tall over other poetry
of many English greats.

1.7  Glossary

Blank Verse: This literary device or verse pattern was introduced into
English poetry by the Earl of Surrey in the 16th century in his
translation of Virgil’s Aeneid (Book II and IV) in 1540. It consists of
unrhymed iambic pentameter lines, usually in any kind of meter, such
as iamb, trochee, spondee, and dactyl. Surrey might have borrowed the
idea from the versi sciolti (freed verse) of Molza’s Italian translations
of Aeneid (1539). This verse form became very popular because of the
freedom it allowed to the writer as there was no fixed number of lines.
In English literature, it is mostly used in narrative and reflective poems
and dramas, especially in dramatic monologues. After Surrey,
Sackville and Norton used it in Gorboduc (1561). Afterward, it
became a standard verse form for later Tudor and Jacobean dramatists,
who made it a more subtle and flexible device. Milton made the best
use of it in his magnum opus Paradise Lost (1667). Dryden, Pope,
Wordsworth, Coleridge are some of its later exponents in the
Neoclassical and Romantic age.

Pastoral Elegy: An elegy, in general, is a poem of lamentation for the
dead. So, a pastoral elegy is a type of elegy where the speaker, mostly
a shepherd laments the loss of a companion. Pastoral elegy became
very popular during the Renaissance period. The manner of speech and
the setting were borrowed from rustic life, and display nostalgia, or a
lost love. Thus, the pastoral elegy tends to be an idealization of

shepherds life and creates an image of a peaceful and uncorrupted
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simple existence away from the court and the town. During the
Renaissance period, the expression of a longing for this ideal world
was worked in great detail.
Spenser’s Shephers Calender, Colin Clout, Astrophil (on the death of
Sidney, Spenser’s friend), Marlowe’s The Passionate Shepherd to His
Love are some famous examples of Pastoral Elegy from Renaissance
England.

Spenserian Stanza: This stanza form was invented by Edmund Spenser
for his long allegorical poem The Faerie Queen (1589-96). It consists
of nine iambic lines, of which the first eight are pentameter; the ninth
line is hexameter or alexandrine. The rhyme scheme followed by the
Spenserian stanza is ababbcbcc. 1t is considered as one of the
important innovations in the history of English poetry. It has its roots
in the Old French ballade (eight-line stanzas, rhyming ababbcbc), and
in the Italian ottava rima (eight iambic pentameter lines with a rhyme
scheme of abababcc). A similar stanza form, the octave was used by
Chaucer in his “Monk’s Tale” (eight lines thyming ababbcbc).

Sonnet Cycle: A sonnet cycle or sonnet sequence is a group or series
of sonnets on a particular theme addressed to a particular individual.
According to J. A. Cuddon, “love is the commonest theme and the
advantages of the cycle are that it enables the poet to explore many
different aspects and moods of the experience, to analyse his feelings
in detail and to record the vicissitudes of the affair. At the same time
each individual sonnet lives as an independent poem.” Some examples
of sonnet sequence are: Spenser’s Amoretti, Shakespeare’s Sonnets,

Donne’s Holy Sonnets etc.
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Unit 2
William Shakespeare: Sonnets

Unit Structure :

2.1 Objectives

2.2 Introduction

2.3 Contexts of the Sonnets
2.4Reading the Sonnets

2.5 Key Personas in the Sonnets

2.6 Major Themes in the Sonnets

2.7 Summing up

2.8 Reference and Suggested Reading

2.1 Objectives: In this units, you will be able to

e Contextualize the poems

e Understand the poems

e Learn the key points in the poem

e Know the major themes in the sonnets

2.2 Introduction

In addition to his brilliant contributions to the theater, Shakespeare is
also widely popular as a poetic genius who published the celebrated
and critically acclaimed sonnet cycle in 1609 (most of the sonnets
were written many years earlier). Shakespeare’s contribution to this
popular poetic genre is all the more interesting because while
experimenting with this genre popularized by Petrarch, the bard
experimented with contemporary notions of subject matter. In his
sonnets Shakespeare idealized the beauty of man as an object of praise
and devotion instead of sticking to the Petrarchan tradition of the
idealized, unattainable woman. In the same spirit of breaking with
tradition, Shakespeare also treated themes previously considered off
limits—the dark, sexual side of a woman as opposed to the Petrarchan
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ideal of a chaste and remote love object. He also expanded the
sonnet’s emotional range, including such emotions as delight, pride,
shame, disgust, sadness, and fear.

The sonnets were first published in Shakespeare’s lifetime, probably
many years after their composition, and were dedicated to a
mysterious Mr. W.H. with a vague dedication signed not by the poet
but by the printer Thomas Thorpe. There are other equally mysterious
layers of uncertainty shrouding the collection. First of all, the
collection is divided into two large sequences — sonnets 1—126, which
are dedicated to a beautiful young man and sonnets 127—152, which
are dedicated to a “dark lady”. The sequencing of the sonnets may be
done thematically as well — sonnets 1—17 urge the young man to
procreate, sonnets 91—96 focus on the conflict and resolution between
the poet and the young man, sonnets 133—134 depict the dark lady’s
unfaithfulness with the young man, while sonnets 135, 136and 143
develop puns on the poet’s name. Sonnets 153 and 154, the last
sonnets of the collection, are more generic in nature and deal with the
theme of love and the futility on the part of humans to escape or
conquer it. The 1609 collection ends with 4 Lover’s Complaint, a 329-
line narrative poem spoken by a forlorn woman rejected by her
beloved.

The sonnets still remain popular among readers today because they
contain some of the most notable accounts of love and friendship in
the English language. Shakespeare’s sonnets explore love in an
remarkably wide range of moods and situations — it describes love
between two men, as well as love between men and women; it depicts
love between the old and the young; it shows love transcending the
accepted social and gender-based definitions; and it characterizes love
both as an idealized emotion and a corrupting passion.

Compared to Shakespeare’s plays, which were published in several
unauthorized editions while he lived, and in an “authorized” edition,
the First Folio, seven years after his death, the sonnets were published
only once in Shakespeare’s lifetime, in an edition that may or may not
have been authorized. The volume seems not to have been particularly
successful and a second edition did not appear until 1640. There was
no reprinting of the sonnets between 1640 and 1709.
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2.3 Contexts of the Sonnets:

Shakespeare was by no means the first writer to produce a long
sequence of sonnets. Petrarch, a Florentine humanist, diplomat, and
poet, elevated the sonnet to an influential literary form with his
sequence known as the Canzoniere or Rime sparse (“Scattered
rimes”). Petrarch’s literary predecessors in Florence, including the
great epic poet Dante Alighieri, frequently wrote sonnets, as did
Sicilian poets at the imperial court before them.

The sonnet was not imported into English writing till the early
sixteenth century, less than 50 years before the birth of Shakespeare.
Thomas Wyatt was the most important English sonnet writer, and he
translated several of Petrarch’s sonnets found in his Rime. He also
retained the “Petrarchan” or Italian sonnet form, comprising an octave,
or eight lines in a thyme scheme of abbaabba, followed by a “turn” to
the sestet, the final six lines that rhymed cdecde, or featuring some
variation of this pattern. Each line had 10 syllables, often in iambic
pentameter (five pairs of syllables in unaccented-accented order), and
this type of line has remained a key feature of sonnets up to our own
day. Henry Howard, earl of Surrey, was a fellow sonnet writer during
Henry VIII’s reign, and his frequent choice of a different sonnet form
influenced the poet in Shakespeare.

Howard reoriented Petrarch’s sonnet form into a more
symmetrical, repetitive scheme: abab cdcd efef gg. Howard’s
alteration also introduced two other striking formal differences: There
was no longer one main “turn,” as in the Petrarchan move from the
octave to the sestet, and the ending was now punctuated by the
concluding couplet, or pair of lines linked by one rhyme. Shakespeare
almost always used this more flexible sonnet form, likely because it
gave him more opportunities for shifts of voice or dramatic
developments. This form, comprising three quatrains and a couplet,
became known as the “English” sonnet or, in homage to its greatest
practitioner, the “Shakespearean” sonnet. Of Shakespeare’s 154
sonnets, the only ones that diverge from this English model are sonnet
99, which has an extra line; sonnet 126, which has only 12 lines, in
couplets; and sonnet 145, whose lines have only eight syllables.

The exact date when Shakespeare wrote the sonnets remains
unknown. It is possible the sonnets were written during a brief phase
of productivity when the theatres were shut down because of the
plague. It is equally possible that Shakespeare worked on the sonnets
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throughout his career. Scholars believe Shakespeare wrote the majority
of his sonnets in the early to mid-1590s. He was in London at that
point, writing for the public theaters, and many scholars of
Shakespeare have found various parallels of language and image
between Shakespeare’s sonnets and his early plays written during this
period.

In 1609, Thomas Thorpe published a quarto, or small book, of
the sonnets. The edition contained no preface by Shakespeare himself,
and so critics have henceforth debated whether or not Shakespeare
authorized this publication. Whatever the case, it was an incredibly
important moment in the history and reception of Shakespeare’s
sonnets, and Thorpe’s edition remains the base text for modern editors
today.

2.4 Reading the Sonnets:

2.4.1 Sonnet 12:

Sonnet 12 focuses on the passage of time. As with most of
Shakespeare’s sonnets, in Sonnet 12 too time plays a crucial role. In
the first few lines the poet tries to make the reader aware of the havoc
that time wreaks upon everything — from the “brave day” to the
“violet” to the “sable curls” and the “lofty trees” — time stops for none.
The primary idea behind these lines is that nothing can escape the
wrath of time. The poet tries to build an atmosphere which signifies
that with the passage of time the bright day turns into dark night, even
the most beautiful of flowers cannot escape wilting as time moves on,
black hair too, as time progresses turns silvery grey, the lush green
trees that once gave shade to everyone become bare and a happy
summer turns into bleak winter.

It is then that the poet becomes deeply concerned about the fading
beauty of the young man. In an attempt to make the “fair youth”
understand the fact that time waits for none, the poet suggests that
qualities like beauty and youth are but transitory. Towards the couplet
the poet stresses that time can be extremely ruthless and therefore the
young man must try and preserve a part of him through his offspring
as the poet feels this is perhaps the only way to ensure immortality and
escape time’s decay.
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Self-Assessment Questions

e Are the two men friends only, or romantically involved,
or committed to a sublimated love?

e Can you read the first 17 sonnets, often called the
Procreation sonnets, and trace the common themes?
What does the speaker urge the Young Man to do?

2.4.2 Sonnet 29:

Sonnet 29 begins with a tone of resentment, as the poet seems to
begrudge his miserable state. He feels like an utter outcast in the midst
of successful men reveling in the company of friends and admirers. He
seems to be envious of the successful art of others and curses his fate.
However, as with the rest of his sonnets, the poet arrives at a
resolution towards the couplet to his conditional argument. The poet
brings in the image of “morning lark” to stress upon the fact that the
moment he is reminded of the fair youth’s love and affection towards
him all his sorrows vanish and he realizes that no amount of wealth or
success can bring him such pure joy. The basic idea behind this sonnet
is the fact that the young man’s sweet love is able to sustain the poet
through hard times.

Stop to Consider

e Note how the speaker’s emotions dramatically change from
pessimism towards optimism as the sonnet progresses.

e This sonnet is basically a eulogy of love — love as a
culmination of beauty, harmony, unity and truth.

2.4.3 Sonnet 55:

In this sonnet the poet rages a war with time to immortalize the young
man. The poem’s opening images signal more explicitly than before
Shakespeare’s engagement with his classical sources. Here the poet’s
says that his powerful poetry will outlast marble and monuments. In
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other words, poetry can make its subject immortal in a way no material
commemoration can. This poem is noteworthy because, in the short
space of its 14 lines, it literally shifts from one grand age to another—
it begins on a classical, pagan note but concludes with an eye firmly on
the Last Judgment (or “ending doom” in the poem) of the Christian
revelation. The poet maybe making a hint at the Resurrection itself
when the speaker says his friend will live in his poetry and in lovers’
eyes but only for so long (“till the Judgment”). Christians trust in the
promise that the body will rise on the last day, the speaker more or less
tells the youth that once he rises again, the speaker and he won’t have
to worry anymore about these less satisfactory mementos.

Stop to Consider

e Did Shakespeare really believe that a single sheet of paper
with a poem inked on it would outlive marble and gilded
monuments?

e And if the poem is intended to make his love live in the eyes
of posterity, why is the ‘you’ not named?

e Don’t you feel writing poetry of praise but forgetting to name
the person praised is contradictory or oxymoronic?

2.4.4 Sonnet 116:

Sonnet 116’s famous defense of the “marriage of true minds” appears
by context to be addressed to the fair youth. “Let me not to the
marriage of true mindes / Admit impediments” is among the most
famous descriptions of the tenderness and authenticity which love is
capable of producing. This sonnet is usually taken to be an exalted
celebration of love or perfect friendship. It attempts to define love by
telling both what it is and is not. In the first quatrain, the speaker says
that love—*"“the marriage of true minds”—is perfect and unchanging; it
does not “admit impediments,” and it does not change when it finds
changes in the loved ones.

In the second quatrain, the speaker tells what love is through a
metaphor—a guiding star to lost ships that is not susceptible to storms.
In the third quatrain the speaker states that love is not susceptible to
time. Though beauty fades in time, love does not change with the
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passage of time. On the other hand love is capable of overcoming all
misfortunes.

In the couplet, the speaker attests to his certainty that love is what he
thinks it is and he says that if his statements are false then he must
never have written a word and no man could have ever been in love.

Stop to Consider

e Do you think Sonnet 116 is a simplistic celebration of love or
do you feel it has other undertones as well?

e This sonnet definitely has a marriage context as the use of
“impediments” might have been taken from the Book of
Common Prayer’s “Solemnization of Matrimony”

e Notice the use of negative words—"nor,” “no,” “never,” “not”
in the sonnet. Do the use of these negative words challenge the
common identification of the sonnet as poem of affirmation?

2.4.5 Sonnet 147:

In this sonnet, the poet depicts a kind of obsession—bitter, hopeless
and degenerating—quite in contrast to the ennobling love of the
previous sonnets addressed to the Young Man. We might argue that
the conflict between the ideal of love and the sensual obsession with
the Dark Lady may be a manifestation of the change in the poet’s
mood.

In this sonnet, we see the speaker dealing with the subjective
experience of lovesickness. The opening quatrain focuses on the self-
consuming nature of the disease. Love perverts the appetites and
creates a condition where the body can no longer judge what is and is
not healthy. In this sonnet, love is inseparable from lust, and entails an
invariably torturous experience; even its longed-for satisfactions. The
sonnet is underscored by an atmosphere of death, decay and suffering.
Here love is not the healer, but it is rather the disease. A sense of
hopelessness engulfs the poet as he feels that the deathly grasp of this
dark love has entailed his logic and reasoning dysfunctional.
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Towards the couplet, the poet bring in the ideas of black and white—
what he believed to be bright is actually dark; what he thought to be
heaven is in reality, hell.

Stop to Consider

e Try to assess the atmosphere of disease and decay in this
sonnet.

e Make a list of the words that contribute towards the
atmosphere of bleakness which engulf this sonnet.

e What impression of the Dark Lady does this sonnet create
upon you?

2.5 Key Personas in the Sonnets:

The Young Man: The sonnets from 1—126 are mostly addressed to
the Young Man. He is the one to whom the speaker appeals in the first
17 “Procreation” sonnets. Later poems reveal a more aggravated or
strained relationship between the speaker and Young Man. William
Herbert is a more likely candidate for the role of the speaker’s male
friend than Henry Wriothesley.

These sonnets refer to this youth as a cause of behavior that pains the
speaker or at least becomes a convenient excuse for the younger’s
actions. Often the Young Man’s youth is paired with his beauty.
Sonnet 116’s famous defense of the “marriage of true minds” appears
by context to be addressed to the male youth. Sometimes the speaker’s
acknowledgement of the Young Man’s age sounds quite affectionate—
“sweet boy” (108), “my lovely boy” (126)—and in the unequalled
sonnet 20, “A woman’s face with Nature’s own hand painted.” The
relationship does seem to have been intense enough that the Young
Man’s “sweet love” sustains the speaker during hard times (29), and
more problematically, the speaker could feel betrayed, or else
conflicted, when triangles occur between himself, the Young Man, and
another. Thus sonnets 40—42 dramatize a social scandal that many take
to be the Young Man’s cheating on the speaker with a woman known
to them both, who just may be the Dark Lady of the last series of
sonnets.
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The Speaker: The speaker is a paradoxical persona in Shakespeare’s
sonnets. Too often throughout the history of the sonnets, the speaker
has been instantly and simplistically equated with his creator, William
Shakespeare. The “I” in lyric poetry is never such a simple, one-to-one
affair and therefore readers of the sonnets must not settle for such
simplified reassurances.

First of all, the speaker is an older man, for the friend is addressed as
“young” repeatedly, and two young men typically do not speak of each
other in such a way. We are also given the impression of a man who
has endured trials in life. But most definitely, of all the personas in the
sonnets, the speaker is the most transparent because he is the one who
expresses himself in every poem to an incredibly revealing degree.

The Dark Lady: The Dark Lady is the woman to whom Shakespeare’s
speaker turns after the sonnets to the Young Man. This new addressee
surfaces in sonnet 127 and remains very much till the end of the
sequence. Shakespeare’s Dark Lady is traditionally cited as contrary to
the traditional beloved. The speaker admits he loved the woman
“dearly” but also admits that he laments the Young Man’s
unfaithfulness far more. The entry of the Dark Lady signifies a crisis
in the speaker and the Young man’s relationship. The woman stands
accused of double- crossing the male lovers, at both of their expenses.

For centuries scholars have attempted to identify the Dark Lady of
Shakespeare’s final sonnets with a historical counterpart. Many critics
have put forward names like that of Elizabeth Vernon, the bride of the
Earl of Southampton, often thought to be the historical Young Man
and Elizabeth I’s maid of honor Mary Fitton, who was a popular
candidate in the late nineteenth century. Many critics have also found
possible parallels between the Dark Lady and the seduced woman in 4
Lover’s Complaint.

The Rival Poet: The Rival Poet is the least significant of the four
personas in the sonnets, yet his brief appearance, from sonnets 78—86,
initiates a series of blows to the speaker’s self-confidence. The Rival
Poet plays an important role in filling out another “triangulation” that
repeatedly marks Shakespeare’s sequence and mars the speaker’s
peace of mind. The “alien pen” of the Rival Poet further alienates the
speaker from the Young Man’s affection, thus creating a second
triangle. This Rival Poet is called a “worthier pen” a few lines later
and in sonnet 80 becomes “a better spirit.” Sonnet 79 is mainly
accusatory, implying that the Rival Poet is a fake and even a thief,
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“robbing” the Young Man’s appearance and behavior to offer it up
again, as if it were the rival’s own gift. The speaker’s inferiority
complex grows in sonnet 80, as does his reliance on the Young Man’s
approval of and preference for him and his poetry.

In 1874, William Minto first suggested George Chapman as the
likeliest candidate for the Rival Poet, and Chapman remains the most
valid choice today.

2.6 Major Themes in the Sonnets:

2.6.1 Love: Shakespeare’s sonnets mark an important shift in the
history of gender relations. These sonnets have gradually emerged as a
good way to gauge the sociocultural dimensions of male and female
subjectivities in the period.

Critics made uncomfortable by the deep homoeroticism of the
sequence have historically resorted to neoplatonism, arguing that what
sounds like erotic love is meant to sound like friendship — that love is
about spiritual and intellectual union rather than physical; that men
might love men, and women might love women, without such love
being corrupted by a lower, sexual appeal. The basic flaw of this
approach is its evident homophobia. In the sonnet sequence the poet’s
fondness for puns and wordplay that sexualize the relationship
between the speaker and young friend is quite evident. As evidenced
by these poems, Shakespeare did not appear to privilege, or even
consistently separate, the soul from the body. He did not demean
earthly love as deficient in comparison to a higher, spiritual love. A
cursory reading proves that the sonnets are principally about erotic
attachment between a man and another man and woman.

Stop to Consider

e Are these feelings about love, so passionately expressed,
Shakespeare’s own, or are the poems spoken by just one more
dramatic creation of a great writer?

e The “T” who speaks forth in lyric poems can be deceptive and may
very well be just as fictive as any stage creation.

e The sheer emotional force of the speaker or persona in 7The Sonnets
has led many to believe that these poems record Shakespeare’s
heartfelt utterances.
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2.6.2Procreation: The Young Man is the one whom the
speaker appeals to in the first 17 sonnets and some critics have
hypothesized that Shakespeare may have been commissioned by
concerned parents to write these poems to convince their son to marry
and have children. Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, to whom
Shakespeare dedicated his first two narrative poems and who still
remains one of the two most respectable candidates for Shakespeare’s
Young Man, may have been resistant to marriage in the 1590s. The
speaker takes pains to discuss the Young Man’s beauty in the earliest
sonnets because he seeks to warn him that his beauty will not last, and
so he should have an heir who will continue his beauteous form.

Self-Assessment to Questions

¢ Do you think the idea of procreation on the part of the Young
Man, as forwarded in Shakespeare’s sonnets was a good way
of ensuring immortality for the former?

e What other ways are suggested by the speaker to the Young
Man to achieve and ensure immortality in these sonnets?

2.6.3Beauty and Time: Beauty is a recurring theme in
Shakespeare’s sonnets. The speaker talks about the beauty of the
Young Man and the beauty of love. There are also references to the
beauty of the Dark Lady in these sonnets. The poet shows beauty as a
double-edged sword with both the ability to heal and kill. The conflict
between beauty and time is a central theme here. Time is depicted a
ruthlessly destroying beauty but the sonnets propose that they
themselves have the power to preserve beauty—the beauty of the
Young man.
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Check Your Progress

e Discuss some of the main themes that Shakespeare deals with
in his sonnets?

e Attempt a pen picture of the Fair Youth or the Young Man in
Shakespeare’s sonnets.

e  Who do you think is the most intriguing persona in the
sonnets? Justify your answer.

e Comment on the structural modifications used by
Shakespeare while writing the sonnets.

¢ Do you think the sonnets have autobiographical elements in
them? Justify your answer.

2.7 Summing Up:

Shakespeare’s sonnets explore love in an remarkably wide range of
moods and situations — it describes love between two men, as well as
love between men and women; it depicts love between the old and the
young; it shows love transcending the accepted social and gender-
based definitions; and it characterizes love both as an idealized
emotion and a corrupting passion.

2.8 References and Suggested Reading:

Baldwin, T.W. On the Literary Genetics of Shakespeare’s Poems and
Sonnets. Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1950.

Bloom, Harold. Shakespeare’s Poems and Sonnets. Bloom’s Major
Poets. Broomall, Pa.: Chelsea House, 1999.

Cousins, A. D. Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Narrative Poems. Essex,
U.K.: Pearsonducation, 2000.

Green, Martin. The Labyrinth of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. London:
Charles Skilton, 1974.

Krieger, Murray. A Window to Criticism: Shakespeare’s Sonnets and
Modern Poetics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964.
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Unit 3
William Shakespeare: Sonnets

Supplementary Units
Unit Structure :

3.1 Objectives

3.2Introduction

3.3 How to Approach the Poet

3.4 Important Poems You Should Read
3.5 Questions and Suggested Answers
3.6 Summing Up

3.7 Reference and Suggested Reading

3.1 Objectives:

In this unit you will be able to
¢ Find an orientation towards reading Shakespeare’s sonnets
e Learn about other important poems by the poet
e Write answer to important questions that may be asked from
the texts under discussion
e Evaluate Shakespeare as a poet.

3.2 Introduction

The sonnets were first published in Shakespeare’s lifetime,
probably many years after their composition, and were dedicated to a
mysterious Mr. W.H. with a vague dedication signed not by the poet
but by the printer Thomas Thorpe. There are other equally mysterious
layers of uncertainty shrouding the collection. First of all, the
collection is divided into two large sequences — sonnets 1—126, which
are dedicated to a beautiful young man and sonnets 127—152, which
are dedicated to a “dark lady”. The sequencing of the sonnets may be
done thematically as well — sonnets 1—17 urge the young man to
procreate, sonnets 91—96 focus on the conflict and resolution between
the poet and the young man, sonnets 133—134 depict the dark lady’s
unfaithfulness with the young man, while sonnets 135, 136and 143
develop puns on the poet’s name. Sonnets 153 and 154, the last
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sonnets of the collection, are more generic in nature and deal with the
theme of love and the futility on the part of humans to escape or
conquer it. The 1609 collection ends with 4 Lover’s Complaint, a 329-
line narrative poem spoken by a forlorn woman rejected by her
beloved.

Shakespeare’s contribution to this popular poetic genre is all
the more interesting because while experimenting with this genre
popularized by Petrarch, the bard experimented with contemporary
notions of subject matter. In his sonnets Shakespeare idealized the
beauty of man as an object of praise and devotion instead of sticking to
the Petrarchan tradition of the idealized, unattainable woman. In the
same spirit of breaking with tradition, Shakespeare also treated themes
previously considered off limits—the dark, sexual side of a woman as
opposed to the Petrarchan ideal of a chaste and remote love object. He
also expanded the sonnet’s emotional range, including such emotions
as delight, pride, shame, disgust, sadness, and fear.

3.3 How to approach the poet

Shakespeare the poet is defined for us by his plays. Most readers are
unacquainted with his poems. With the exception of a few sonnets,
they are amongst the least known of his works. Most people think of
his poetry mainly from his plays as these plays are written
predominantly in verse. Shakespearean poetry that is most familiar to
modern readers was not originally written as ‘poetry’. It was the script
for a medium of entertainment and communication in which it was
only one of a number of elements of performance such as acting,
music, costume, dance and clowning. Its function was to be dramatic
rather than poetic, and to be dramatic in a way that would appeal to a
large audience that included most social levels. Shakespeare
considered his plays to be different from his non-dramatic poetry in
the sense that he produced only a small amount of it, over an unknown
number of years, probably starting around 1592. It was primarily
directed toward powerful elite court circles, and consists of two long
narrative poems, Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece; 154
sonnets, published as a sequence in 1609; and a handful of minor
poems.

Shakespeare is often represented as a defender of the narrow
conservative interests of an elite establishment. In spite of the fact that
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England had a female monarch when Shakespeare wrote most of his
poetry, the state was a patriarchy, and his writings reflect the tensions
generated by this incongruity. He also lived at a time when English
adventurers were moving out into newly discovered lands and like
other English men and women he had to find ways of coming to terms
with the consequences of these discoveries. Shakespeare upheld the
values of aristocracy because he recognized the instability of his
position amongst the harsh political realities within which he existed.
His plays were written for an audience that included a considerable
number of common people, but the poems were written primarily for
an elite readership.

Shakespeare’s poetry reflects a set of attitudes too complex, even
contradictory, to be described simply as traditional or conservative.
Underlying all of his major non-dramatic poems is a fierce distrust of
aristocratic power and values. Both his narrative poems are about the
destructive nature of desire, and both are about what happens when a
socially powerful individual attempts to impose his or her will on an
inferior. His sonnets present an apparently more personal and private,
and finally more disillusioned, account of hierarchical relationships
and purposive desire.

3.4 Important Poems You Should Read

If we set aside the small body of verse that Shakespeare
produced in lyric and elegiac forms, his main contributions to non-
dramatic poetry are to two poetic sub-genres that were fashionable in
the early 1590s and that are at almost opposite extremes of the poetic
spectrum—the sonnet sequence, and the extended narrative poem.

Venus and Adonis, Shakespeare’s retelling of the well-known
myth of the doomed desire of the goddess of love for a young mortal,
is a lively erotic narrative and a playful display of linguistic brilliance.
Herein Shakespeare attempts to tell a tragic story in an energetic
manner that often pushes his material towards the comic. Like much
Elizabethan poetry it is a product of the Renaissance fascination with
classical myths.

Venus and Adonis concerns human relationships at their most
elemental and frustrating level. It raises questions about the meaning
of desire, about the relationship between self and other, about the
troubled connections between comedy and tragedy, and about the
connections between beauty, love and death. Underlying all of these
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concerns is the question of the relationship between language and
power.

Venus and Adonis is a poem of 1194 lines, consisting of 199
six-line stanzas of iambic pentameter rhymed ababcc, a stanza-form
known technically as a sixain. Shakespeare took the main outline of
his story of Venus and Adonis from Ovid’s Metamorphoses Book X.
However Shakespeare combined and modified this Ovidian material.
Shakespeare uses the myth of Venus and Adonis to explain why
human love is such a painful business. The myth of Venus and Adonis
is tragic, and it was treated as such in most Renaissance accounts. It
was a popular subject for painters as well as poets. However
Shakespeare’s poem has invited a range of interpretations—mythic,
allegorical and symbolic.

Venus and Adonis allows for the projection of a whole range of
meanings in which the two figures represent binaries or paired
opposites that could be set in motion as the two sides of a debate.
Shakespeare’s poem certainly uses such opposites, but it insistently
complicates them, denying the reader the possibility of any simple
response or experience.

In 1594 Shakespeare published The Rape of Lucrece, and like
the earlier poem, The Rape of Lucrece too is concerned with erotic
desire as it manifests itself in a struggle to exert power over its object.
The Rape of Lucrece consists of 1855 lines of iambic
pentameter,divided into 265 seven-line stanzas (septets) rhyming
ababbcc. This stanza form, known as ‘rhyme royal’, appears to have
been introduced into English poetry by Chaucer, most notably in
Troilus and Criseyde.

The story of the rape of Lucretia, wife of Collatinus, by
Tarquinius Sextus, son of the Roman king Tarquinius Superbus, was
history rather than myth. It had been re-told many times before it came
into Shakespeare’s hands. It begins when Sextus Tarquinius is fired
with lust at Lucretia’s beauty and chastity, and resolves to possess her.
In spite of its erotic content The Rape of Lucrece never achieved the
notoriety of Venus and Adonis, perhaps because its erotic elements are
submerged into Lucrece’s disturbing experience.

During Shakespeare’s lifetime and for some years after, The
Rape of Lucrece was very popular. After Shakespeare’s death three
more editions of The Rape of Lucrece were issued before the end of
the century.
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge found great poetic power in Venus
and Adonis, although he thought that both narrative poems were
immature. The Rape of Lucrece, he said, showed the same positive
qualities as the earlier poem, ‘with a yet larger display, a yet wider
range of knowledge and reflection’

Recent scholarship has shown that Keats too had a deep
interest in the poem, reflected particularly in ‘The Eve of St Agnes’.
However, in the twentieth century, with the vast increase in the
number of professional Shakespeare scholars, The Rape of Lucrece has
received something of the attention it deserves. While some critics
have treated the poem with flat hostility, there have been thoughtful
attempts to find merit in it, though few have wanted to call it a
masterpiece.

3.5 Questions and Suggested Answers

3.6 Summing Up

We have discussed Shakespeare’s handling of the sonnet form
as well as his treatment of themes/ideas. We have also discussed the
issue of how to read the poet. There is a vast amount of critical
literature on Shakespeare’s poetry as well as his negotiations with the
genre of sonnet. It may not be possible for you to consult all of these,
but you may go through some of the works on the subject, we I
mention in “Reference and Suggested reading” section. I hope you
have by now gained an understanding of ‘Shakespeare’s sonnets’ and
can prepare yourself for examinations!

3.7 Reference and Suggested Reading

Booth S. (ed.) Shakespeare’s Sonnets. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1977.

Cousins A.D. Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Narrative Poems. London:
Longman, 2000.
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Dubrow H. Captive Victors: Shakespeare’s Narrative Poems and
Sonnets. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1987.

Evans M. (ed.) Shakespeare: The Narrative Poems. Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1989.

Kerrigan J. (ed.) The Sonnets and A Lover’s Complaint.
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986.

Kolin P.C. (ed.) Venus and Adonis: Critical Essays. New York and
London: Garland, 1997.

Mortimer A. Variable Passions: A Reading of Shakespeare’s Venus
And Adonis.New York: AMS, 2000.

Roe J. (ed.) The New Cambridge Shakespeare: The Poems.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.
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Unit 4
Edmund Spenser’s “The Garden of Adonais”

Unit Structure :

4.1 Objectives

4.2 Introduction

4.3 Spenser’s Contemporaries
4.4 Works of the poet

4.5 Critical reception

4.6

4.6.1 Context of the poem
4.6.2 Reading the poem

4.7 Summing up

4.8 Glossary

4.9 References & Suggested reading

4.1 Objectives

This unit aims at introducing the learners with one of the greatest
Renaissance poets, Edmund Spenser and “The Garden of Adonais”
(from The Fairie Queene), prescribed for reading. Firstly, you will be
acquainted with the background of the poet, his autobiographical
details, the era he lived in, and the major aspects that influenced his
life and his works of literature. Next we will proceed to introduce you
to the text prescribed for you and help you to read and thoroughly
understand it. With this objective this unit is structured in a way that
will assist you to:

o familiarize with Edmund Spenser’s life-history,

. point out the poet’s specific contribution to the development of
the tradition of English literature,

. situate the poet and his works in the history of English
literature,

. explore the several ways in which the text can be approached,
and

J develop in you the ability to analyze the intricacies of the text.
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4.2 Introduction

Edmund Spenser, the renowned English poet of the sixteenth century
is considered to have born in the year 1522 (which is not a confirmed
one though), East Smithfield, London, United Kingdom. Although
there is much speculation about his parentage, yet it is considered that
he was born to a journeyman cloth maker, John Spenser. He started his
education at the Merchant Taylors’ School and successfully completed
his matriculation as a sizar at Pembroke College, Cambridge. He
earned both his Bachelor Degree in 1572 and Masters Degree in Arts
in 1576 from Cambridge.

Spenser became a secretary to the Bishop of Rochester, John
Young for a short period in 1578. In 1579, he published The
Shepheardes Calendar and also married his first wife, Machabyas
Childe. Together they had two children, Sylvanus and Katherine. He
went to Ireland in1580 to be in service of the newly appointed Lord
Deputy, Arthur Grey, 14" Baron Grey de Wilton.

However, Spenser is best known for his work, The Fairie
Queene. In 1590, he went to London and published the first three
books of The Fairie Queene with the help of Walter Raleigh. This
work immediately caught the attention of the Queen and he received a
life pension of fifty pounds every year.

In 1591 Edmund Spenser’s first wife died and he married
Elizabeth Boyle (a relative of Richard Boyle, 1% Earl of Cork) in the
same year. It is notable that the sonnet sequence Amoretti was
addressed to his second wife, Elizabeth Boyle. His Epithalamion is
considered to be a celebration of his second marriage.

Spenser had gone through a tumultuous time in 1598 during the
Nine Years’ War. He was chased out of his home by the native Irish
forces of Aodh O’ Neil. Even his home at Kilcolman was burned. In
the succeeding year, that is in 1599 he travelled to London traumatized
by the perpetration in Ireland. At the age of forty six Spenser breathed
his last. The contemporary poets carried his coffin to the Poet’s Corner
in Westminster Abbey and his last remains were buried there with
tears and condolences.
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Stop to consider

The precise details about the life and career of Edmund Spenser are
provided above in order to give you an idea about the person as a
remarkable poet of the Renaissance. His contribution to literature
during that time seals his place among the stalwarts of English
literature. His lineage lies in obscurity and he had to move away
from Ireland to London after he had gone through a life threatening
situation in 1598. However, with his unprecedented work, The Fairie
Queene Spenser has secured a position in the history of English
literature.

The period of Renaissance is an era of transition in all
aspects of life and literature. Due to the revival of learning
throughout Europe and also in many other parts of the world the
trade, commerce, art and literature flourished during the
Renaissance. The Renaissance is believed to have started in Italy
towards the latter half of the fourteenth century and spread across
Europe in varied forms. The invention of the printing press in
England by Caxton in the year 1476 helped the spread of the
Renaissance ideals more by producing several copies of the writings
of the great minds of that age. As Elizabeth I was the queen of
England during the Renaissance, this period is also known as the
Elizabethan Age. The literary genres that were most popular at these
times are poetry and drama. With dramatists like William
Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Kyd, John
Webster, and others Renaissance theatre has seen a remarkable
transformation from the drama of the Middle English Period. The
experimentation that has been done in social-political and literary
trends during the Renaissance has also earned the period the name
Early Modern Period.

SAQ

Do we find a reflection of the socio-political happenings of the
Renaissance in the poetry of Edmund Spenser? (80 words)

Who were the other writers writing during the Renaissance period
besides Spenser? (50 words)
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What were the other genres of writing that flourished in Elizabethan
age? What was the status of the poets when Queen Elizabeth reigned
in England? (100 words)

How does Edmund Spenser make use of Biblical imageries in his
poetry? (80 words)

Edmund Spenser distinguished himself from his contemporaries by the
use of a different verse form which later came to be known as the
Spenserian stanza. Most of his writings are allegorical. His
masterpiece, The Fairie Queene is also an allegory of the reign of
Queen Elizabeth. The Fairie Queene like many of his poems was
written in Spenserian stanza. He purposively wrote his poetry in an
archaic language.

Spenser was a learned man. He not only had the knowledge of
the literature of his own times, but also was informed about the
mythology of ancient Greece and Rome. References to the great minds
like Ovid, Petrarch, Aristotle, Plato, Homer, Ronsard, etc. are notable.

Due to the echoes of classical literature found in Spenser’s
poetry he is also known as the “poet’s poet”.

4.3 Spenser’s contemporaries:

Among Spenser’s contemporaries William Shakespeare, Christopher
Marlowe, John Webster, and Thomas Kyd are worth mentioning.

William Shakespeare: Shakespeare was not just a poet, but he was
also a playwright and actor par say. He was born in 1564 in Stratford-
upon-Avon. Although he did not go to the University his contribution
to English literature is immense. He had written thirty nine (39) plays
and one hundred and fifty four (154) sonnets. More than the comedies
Shakespeare’s name was engraved in history for his unparallel
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tragedies like Othello, Macbeth, King Lear, Romeo and Juliet and
Hamlet. Even though Shakespeare and Spenser were contemporaries,
the form in which the former had written this form of verse was pretty
much different from the latter. That is the reason why we find two
types of sonnet — Spenserian sonnets and Shakespearean sonnets.

Christopher Marlowe: Christopher Marlowe was born in the year
1564 in Canterbury. He was a poet, playwright and a translator.
Marlowe’s play Doctor Faustus established himself as great dramatist.
He mastered Latin during his school days. He is recognised as one of
the ‘University Wits’ along with the other six of his contemporaries —
John Lyly, Thomas Nashe, Thomas Kyd, Robert Greene, Thomas
Lodge and George Peele. Marlowe’s play Tamburlaine is written in
blank verse. He has collaborative work with his contemporaries as
well. One such example is the play is Dido, Queen of Carthage, which
is a collaborative work with Thomas Nashe.

John Webster: Webster is known as a Jacobean dramatist. Although
he is among the contemporaries of Spenser, yet when Webster became
popular for his tragedies James I had taken over the throne after Queen
Elizabeth. John Webster was born in 1580 in London. His reputation
as a dramatist rest in the two plays — The Duchess of Malfi and The
White Devil. He also wrote poetry and served as an official poet of
Merchant Taylor’s Company. His tragedies are believed to have set the
stage for the development of the gothic literature of the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth century.

Thomas Kyd: He was born in 1558 in London. Kyd was famous for
his play, The Spanish Tragedy. This play is found to have drawn
elements from the tragedies of Seneca. Though Kyd has contributed a
lot in the development of Elizabethan drama and was well-known for
his tragedies during his times, he was not explored much later for
almost hundred years after his death in 1594.

SAQ

What distinguishes Spenser’s poetry from his contemporaries? What
are the differences between the sonnet forms of Shakespeare and
Edmund Spenser? (80 words)
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Which are the Renaissance characteristics that find expression in
Edmund Spenser’s poetry? (80 words)

4.4 Works of the poet

The first poem produced by Edmund Spenser is “The Shepherdes
Calendar” in 1579. As mentioned earlier, he had written and published
his first three books of The Fairie Queene in 1590. The second set of
three books was published in 1596. Although the poem was written in
six books by the year 1596, yet what we read today is an incomplete
poem as Spenser had intended to expand the poem to twelve books in
total. However, The Fairie Queene remains the longest poem in the
English language. It was written as an allegory to celebrate/praise the
Tudor dynasty and Elizabeth 1.

There are several short poems composed by Spenser. Among
those “Complaints”, “Amoretti”, “Astrophel”, “Epithalamion” and
“Prothalamion” are worth mentioning. “Complaints” is a collection of
short poems published in 1591. In the poems published in this
collection the poet expressed complaints mockingly and at times in a
mournful tone as well. “Amoretti” is a sonnet sequence which was
originally published as a volume named Amoretti and Epithalamion in
1595. This volume consists of eighty-nine sonnets and a few short
poems under the title Anacreontics and Epithalamion. The sonnets in
“Amoretti” convey to the readers about the courtship with Elizabeth
Boyle, a beautiful Anglo-Irish woman. These sonnets were overtly
attributed to his lady love. In “Epithalamion™ Spenser celebrates and
expresses the bliss of his marriage with Elizabeth Boyle. This poem
also speaks about how a romantic and sexual relationship gradually
develops after marriage. His “Astrophel” is a pastoral elegy written on
the death of the noble poet, Sir Philip Sidney. In 1596 Spenser wrote
“Prothalamion”. This poem was strategically written as a wedding
song for the daughters of a Duke with the expectation he will be
favoured at the court for this gesture. There are a few works which
were posthumously published. In 1609 Two Cantos of Mutability was
came in print along with a reprint of The Fairie Queene.

Spenser has also written a few minor poems like “Babel-Empress of
the East” and “Colin Clouts Come Home Againe”.
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Renaissance and Spenser’s contribution:

The Elizabethan age was a period when there was a revival/rebirth
of learning. It is said so because the writers, sculptors, and artists of
the period displayed some extraordinary ways of representing life
and literature. However, the writers of the Renaissance did not keep
the thoughts and ideas of the great masters of Greece and Rome
aside. The Classical literature was highly appreciated by the masters
of the Renaissance in England — William Shakespeare, Ben Jonson,
Edmund Spenser, Christopher Marlowe, Wyatt and Surrey and
others. While deriving inspiration from the great minds of ancient
Greece and Rome, these writers approached literature, specifically
poetry and drama from different angles.

Both quantitatively and qualitatively Spenser’s contributions
remain extremely potential. His mastery over the art of poetry is
unquestionable. At the time when the great master of English
literature like William Shakespeare was writing Spenser was able to
leave his mark on the pages of history by introducing the Spenserian
stanza/sonnet. It is indeed notable that when Edmund Spenser
started writing the Spenserian sonnet he kept the Petrarchan way of
sonnet writing.

Spenser is widely known for his epic poem, The Fairie
Queene. For the exemplary praise of Queen Elizabeth in this poem
Spenser caught her attention and was also rewarded. His greatness
as a poet finds expression in the manner in which the twelve months
of a year has been represented in twelve “Eclogues” of his poem
“The Shepherdes Calendar”. From his works it is evident that
Spenser has projected the Renaissance ideals of humanism,
imaginative exuberance, and innovation. To practice a genre
(sonnet) which was written in a different order by a contemporary
like Shakespeare who was a master of literature is a display of both
confidence and talent, which is found in Spenser.

Check your progress:

1. What was the political scenario of England during the
Elizabethan period? Did that affect the poetry of Edmund Spenser?

(Hint: For example, the rule of Queen Elizabeth and the power of
Tudor dynasty)
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2. What were the changes that took place on the religious ground
in Queen Elizabeth’s rule?

(Hint: The conflict between the Protestant and the Roman Catholic
church)

3. How can we recognise the affiliations of Spenser towards the
classical writers of Greece and Rome like, Virgil, Ovid and Petrarch?

(Hint: The use of Petrarchan form of sonnet writing)

4. What did Spenser lose in Ireland and why did he return back to
London?

(Hint: The Nine Years War in Ireland, for example.)

5. Was Spenser influenced by Geoffrey Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales?

(Hint: The deliberate use of some archaic English words, for example)

4.5 Critical reception

As Edmund Spenser is one of the representative poets of the
Renaissance period and has been widely read throughout the
succeeding centuries, he has been critically looked at by his readers.
His works have gone through scrutiny and his artistic imagination has
been appreciated by many critics.

Samuel Johnson, the eighteenth century poet, essayist, critic,
biographer, editor, playwright and lexicographer, was somehow not in
favour of Edmund Spenser. Johnson considered that the words used by
Spenser were obsolete. According to the former Spenser’s engagement
with the pastoral and his diction in poetry was artificial and redundant.
In his Dictionary therefore, Johnson had put up some of the words
written by Spenser as examples of archaic language.

On the other hand, for Spenser’s faculty of imagination that
finds expression in his verses Charles Lamb has titled him “Poet’s
poet”. Spenser was also praised by John Milton, William Blake,
William Wordsworth, John Keats, Lord Byron and Alfred Tennyson.
In Areopagetica Milton has addressed Spenser as a teacher and
compared the latter with Scotus and Aquinas. Walter Raleigh being a
contemporary had written a poem to praise the poetic genius of
Spenser after The Fairie Queene was published.
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4.6
4.6.1 Context of the poem

Edmund Spenser’s The Fairie Queene is his magnum opus. It is a
single poem that runs in six books. The deep belief in the judgement of
the almighty and the role of hope and faith is the driving force of this
poem. This long poem is a tribute to the Tudor dynasty. Spenser has
drawn inspiration from the classical writers as well as the medieval
romances, specifically of that of Chaucer’s verse romances like
“Roman de la Rose”.

An analysis of the poem reveals that the fairy queen after
whom the poem is titled is actually Queen Elizabeth. This poem also
reflects the religious tension that was going on during the Elizabethan
period. From the representation of the victory of good over evil by
portraying various characters that stand for the virtues like chastity and
truth it becomes evident that Spenser found the Catholic Church at the
evil’s end. Moreover, in the Preface of The Fairie Queene the poet
makes it clear that the objective behind writing this poem is to preach
how an individual can lead a virtuous life. In addition, Spenser also
shows what consequences a human being has to meet if he/she leads
an unholy life. A reading of the poem enables the readers to
understand that Edmund Spenser was proud of his nation and his
affiliation towards Protestantism or his Puritan faith. All these have
been quite deftly woven into the poem to produce an allegory, a
representative work of the Renaissance.

4.6.2 Reading the poem

“The Garden of Adonais” is a part found in Book III, Canto VI of the
long poem The Fairie Queene. From our reading of the poem we can
ascertain the fact that Spenser has written the poem in the Middle
English diction as that of Geoffrey Chaucer.

Shee brought her to her joyous paradize,
Wher most she wonnes, when she on earth does dwell
So faire a place as Nature can devize:

Whether in Paphos, or Cytheron hill,
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Or it in Gnidus bee, I wote not well;

But well I wote by triall, that this same

All other pleasaunt places doth excell,

And called is by her lost lovers name,

The Gardin of Adonis, far renownd by fame.

The “Garden” referred to in the above lines is mythical place. This
place is a creation of Spenser’s imagination. In these lines the poet
describes the garden as a marvel of Nature and hence named it ‘the
Garden of Adonais’.

In that same gardin all the goodly flowres,

Wherewith Dame Nature doth her beautify,

And decks the girlonds of her paramoures,

Are fetcht: there is the first seminary

Of all things that are borne to live and dye,

According to their kynds. Long worke it were,

Here to account the endlesse progeny

Of all the weeds that bud and blossome there;

But so much as doth need must needs be counted here.

Besides praising the aura of the garden which is analogous to the
Garden of Eden Spenser remains grounded to the realities of life and
death. The description of the flowers blooming and the mesmerizing
beauty of the garden have been depicted in the above lines. However,
the speaker does not get swayed away by the charm of the view.

It sited was in fruitfull soyle of old,

And girt in with two walls on either side,

The one of yron, the other of bright gold,

That none might thorough breake, nor overstride:
And double gates it had, which opened wide,

By which both in and out men moten pas;

Th' one faire and fresh, the other old and dride:
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Old Genius the porter of them was,
Old Genius, the which a double nature has.

In these lines a vivid description of the surrounding of the garden is
given. The speaker of the poem tells that the garden is guarded on two
sides by walls — one wall is made of iron and the other of gold. There
are two gates that according to the speaker opened for all without any
discrimination. It is said humans of all age group come and go through
these two gates.

He letteth in, he letteth out to wend,

All that to come into the world desire:

A thousand thousand naked babes attend
About him day and night, which doe require
That he with fleshly weeds would them attire:
Such as him list, such as eternall Fate

Ordained hath, he clothes with sinfull mire,
And sendeth forth to live in mortall state,

Till they agayn returne backe by the hinder gate.

Here “He” seems to refer to God. The first line of the above line is
suggestive of the fact that it is at the dispersal of God that people get in
and out of the garden. By thousands of naked babies going to the
garden is meant the birth of human babies. These babies are dressed
with human flesh and flaws and sent to the earth to live their lives till
they get old. When they reach the last stage and complete the cycle of
their lives on earth they return back to the garden through the back
gate. It indicates that the front gate is the doorway for the little ones
and the back gate is for the old to enter the Garden of Adonais.

After that they againe retourned beene,

They in that gardin planted bee agayne,

And grow afresh, as they had never seene

Fleshly corruption nor mortall payne.

Some thousand yeares so doen they there remayne,
And then of him are clad with other hew,

Or sent into the chaungefull world agayne,
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Till thether they retourne, where first they grew:
So like a wheele arownd they ronne from old to new.

The poet here talks about the Christian faith of afterlife and rebirth.
Some souls that return after death to this garden are again sent to the
same place, same people where they had taken birth and grew up. But
it is also mentioned that these souls that enter as old go through a
process to generate their rebirth on earth again.

Ne needs there gardiner to sett or sow,

To plant or prune: for of their owne accord

All things, as they created were, doe grow,
And yet remember well the mighty word,
Which first was spoken by th' Almighty Lord,
That bad them to increase and multiply:

Ne doe they need with water of the ford

Or of the clouds to moysten their roots dry;
For in themselves eternall moisture they imply.

The above lines indicate the eternal nature of all the plants, flowers
and trees in the Garden of Adonais. The speaker here throws light on
how the Creator had bestowed the power of renewal to the objects
created in the garden. It has also been told that these plants and trees
neither need water from the clouds nor sunshine to keep the moisture
intact or produce their food. Even without water the trees will not dry
up. Those will remain as God had created. Rather, the divine power
has blessed the plants to grow and germinate more such plants in the
garden.

Infinite shapes of creatures there are bred,

And uncouth formes, which none yet ever knew;
And every sort is in a sondry bed

Sett by it selfe, and ranckt in comely rew:

Some fitt for reasonable sowles t' indew,

Some made for beasts, some made for birds to weare,

And all the fruitfull spawne of fishes hew
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In endlesse rancks along enraunged were,
That seemd the ocean could not containe them there.

Now the speaker describes the fauna of the garden — the animals, birds
and fishes. There are innumerable creatures of different shapes and
sizes. The creatures found in the garden are so unique that no human
being has ever seen one on earth. Beasts too roam in that place and
some animals are created for their food. Moreover, the water bodies in
the garden house a huge number of fish which according to the speaker
will not even the oceans on earth be able to accommodate.

Daily they grow, and daily forth are sent

Into the world, it to replenish more;

Yet is the stocke not lessened nor spent,

But still remaines in everlasting store,

As it at first created was of yore:

For in the wide wombe of the world there lyes,
In hatefull darknes and in deepe horrore,

An huge eternal chaos, which supplyes

The substaunces of Natures fruitfull progenyes.

These plants and animals proliferate day by day and everyday some
are sent to the mortal world. But in the garden neither the quantity of
plants get reduced nor the animals. This indicates that the growth rate
of the flora and fauna is so high that those keep on multiplying even
quite a few are placed on earth. The speaker points out that the objects
created in the garden emerge out of the mysterious, chaotic, and dark
secrets of Nature.

All things from thence doe their first being fetch,
And borrow matter whereof they are made,
Which, whenas forme and feature it does ketch,
Becomes a body, and doth then invade

The state of life out of the griesly shade.

The idea in these lines is continuation of the previous one. The
creatures that Nature creates out of chaos gather matter from the
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darkness, take a shape and form a body. After attaining a body those
creatures comes into being and take birth in the world.

That substaunce is eterne, and bideth so,

Ne when the life decayes, and forme does fade,
Doth it consume and into nothing goe,

But chaunged is, and often altred to and froe.

Here the speaker is again throwing light on the mortality of earthly
beings. When a life is born, it matures, grows old and meets death or
decays. The body loses its shape and blends with the elements of
Nature again.

The substaunce is not chaunged nor altered,
But th' only forme and outward fashion;

For every substaunce is conditioned

To chaunge her hew, and sondry formes to don,
Meet for her temper and complexion:

For formes are variable, and decay

By course of kinde and by occasion;

And that faire flowre of beautie fades away,

As doth the lilly fresh before the sunny ray.

There is however, no alteration in the basic essence of the object. Only
the form changes when the cycle of one life is complete. Then another
cycle of life starts in a different form like a flower blooms from a bud
and its beauty fades with time and ultimately decomposes.

Great enimy to it, and to all the rest,

That in the Gardin of Adonis springs,

Is wicked Tyme, who, with his scyth addrest,
Does mow the flowring herbes and goodly things,
And all their glory to the ground downe flings.

In the above lines the speaker conveys to the readers that the greatest
enemy of the Garden of Adonis is time. Time is addressed as wicked
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as the it uses it scythe and mows down the lovely flowers and plants of
the garden.

Where they do wither and are fowly mard:

He flyes about, and with his flaggy winges

Beates downe both leaves and buds without regard,
Ne ever pitty may relent his malice hard.

Time is said to be malevolent and it has wings. It not only uses scythe
to destroy the flora of the garden but also damages the beauty of there
by cutting through the leaves and buds of the plants with its wings.

Yet pitty often did the gods relent,

To see so faire thinges mard and spoiled quight:
And their great mother Venus did lament

The losse of her deare brood, her deare delight:
Her hart was pierst with pitty at the sight,

When walking through the gardin them she saw,
Yet no'te she find redresse for such despight:

For all that lives is subject to that law:

All things decay in time, and to their end doe draw.

These lines refer to the sight that can be seen after time had destroyed
the beauty of the garden. The destruction of the flora of that place by
the scythe of time aches the heart of Goddess Venus. But it has been
told by the speaker that She accepts the things as they because that is
the law of Nature. Mother Venus understands that every living object
has to endure the onslaught of time.

But were it not, that Time their troubler is,

All that in this delightfull gardin growes

Should happy bee, and have immortall blis:

For here all plenty and all pleasure flowes,

And sweete Love gentle fitts emongst them throwes,
Without fell rancor or fond gealosy:

Franckly each paramor his leman knowes,
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Each bird his mate, ne any does envy
Their goodly meriment and gay felicity.

Although the objects in the garden have to endure the cruel blow of
time, yet having been blessed with immortality no negativity has ever
touched those. This is because the state of plenitude never leaves that
place. All the plants, birds and animals live there in joy, peace,
harmony and with love.

There is continuall spring, and harvest there
Continuall, both meeting at one tyme:

For both the boughes doe laughing blossoms beare,
And with fresh colours decke the wanton pryme,
And eke attonce the heavy trees they clyme,
Which seeme to labour under their fruites lode:
The whiles the joyous birdes make their pastyme
Emongst the shady leaves, their sweet abode,

And their trew loves without suspition tell abrode.

The mysterious and magical characteristic of the Garden of Adonais
lies in the fact that the trees do not have to wait for Spring to grow new
leaves. Everyday new leaves and flower buds grow and the harvest can
be reaped everyday too. The birds of the garden sing merrily under the
shade of the boughs of the tress they take shelter.

Right in the middest of that paradise

There stood a stately mount, on whose round top
A gloomy grove of mirtle trees did rise,

Whose shady boughes sharp steele did never lop,
Nor wicked beastes their tender buds did crop,
But like a girlond compassed the hight,

And from their fruitfull sydes sweet gum did drop,
That all the ground, with pretious deaw bedight,

Threw forth most dainty odours, and most sweet delight.
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In the above lines description of a specific place in the garden is given.
The middle part of the garden is a plateau-like structure whereupon the
top grew a cluster of myrtle trees. Even the most ferocious of beasts
did not try to destroy the buds of those trees. What is remarkable about
these trees is that from those some gum like substance oozes out. That
liquid when falls on the ground it appears like that of dew and its
captivating smell permeates throughout the place.

And in the thickest covert of that shade

There was a pleasaunt arber, not by art,

But of the trees owne inclination made,

Which knitting their rancke braunches part to part,
With wanton yvie twyne entrayld athwart,

And eglantine and caprifole emong,

Fashiond above within their inmost part,

That nether Phoebus beams could through them throng,
Nor Aeolus sharp blast could worke them any wrong.

The heightened centre of the garden was a shady place with the myrtle
trees thickly growing over there. Not only that but creepers like ivy
climbed and embraced the trees in such a manner that the light from
neither the light (represented by Phoebus) nor wind (represented by
Aeolus) could enter into that spot.

And all about grew every sort of flowre,

To which sad lovers were transformde of yore;

Fresh Hyacinthus, Phoebus paramoure

And dearest love,

Foolish Narcisse, that likes the watry shore,

Sad Amaranthus, made a flowre but late,

Sad Amaranthus, in whose purple gore

Me seemes I see Amintas wretched fate,

To whom sweet poets verse hath given endlesse date.

In the Garden of Adonais flowers of all sorts bloomed. The poet seems
to understand the agony of lovers who are reminded of the sweet

138 | Page



bygone days. Hyacinths, Narcissus, and Amaranths add up to the
colourful scene of the garden. The beauty of these flowers have always
inspired poets to compose poems since times immemorable.

There wont fayre Venus often to enjoy

Her deare Adonis joyous company,

And reape sweet pleasure of the wanton boy:

There yet, some say, in secret he does ly,

Lapped in flowres and pretious spycery,

By her hid from the world, and from the skill

Of Stygian gods, which doe her love envy;

But she her selfe, when ever that she will,
Possesseth him, and of his sweetnesse takes her fill.

These lines speak about the love of Venus and Adonis. It has been said
that the latter stay hidden amidst the flowers so that the envious
Stygian gods cannot find him. Only she could admire and adore him
whenever she wished.

And sooth, it seemes, they say: for he may not

For ever dye, and ever buried bee

In balefull night, where all thinges are forgot;

All be he subject to mortalitie,

Yet is eterne in mutabilitie,

And by succession made perpetuall,

Transformed oft, and chaunged diverslie:

For him the father of all formes they call;

Therfore needs mote he live, that living gives to all.

Through these lines the readers come to know that Adonis does not
die, he takes different forms. Although mortal, he comes alive in a
different body through mutation. Due to this reason Adonis is popular
as the father of all forms. This trait makes him perpetual.

There now he liveth in eternall blis,
Joying his goddesse, and of her enjoyd:
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Ne feareth he henceforth that foe of his,

Which with his cruell tuske him deadly cloyd:

For that wilde bore, the which him once annoyd,

She firmely hath emprisoned for ay,

That her sweet love his malice mote avoyd,

In a strong rocky cave, which is they say,

Hewen underneath that mount, that none him losen may.

An indication of consummation of Venus and Adonais is also sensed
in the above lines. With the power of a goddess Venus had captured
her lover’s enemy and captivated him in a cave of rock under the
mounted middle portion of the garden. That was done so that no one
could let that beast free.

There now he lives in everlasting joy,

With many of the gods in company,

Which thether haunt, and with the winged boy
Sporting him selfe in safe felicity:

Who, when he hath with spoiles and cruelty
Ransackt the world, and in the wofull harts

Of many wretches set his triumphes hye,

Thether resortes, and laying his sad dartes

Asyde, with faire Adonis playes his wanton partes.

The last lines of this poem suggest how Adonis spent his life merrily
in the garden when he was assured safety by his beloved Venus. With
a sense of security he left aside his sorrows and lived in the garden
elated at the company of many other gods.

4.7 Summing up

“The Garden of Adonis” is an idyllic place, a product of Edmund
Spenser’s fancy. However, the descriptions given in the poem imply
that the poet has drawn an analogy between the Garden of Adonis and
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the Garden of Eden. In the poem the word “paradise” is also
mentioned. Therefore, the readers can easily understand the vision that
Spenser had in his mind while he was writing this poem.

The cycle of life of the mortal beings and the bliss of the
creatures living in the garden is set as stark contrasts. The fact that
time brings in change to everything has been clearly pointed out in this
poem. The language of the poem is archaic in the sense that Spenser
has used the Middle English diction.

4.8 Glossary

Canto: a section of a long poem

Sizar: one who is an undergraduate at the Cambridge University or the
Trinity College, receives financial grant from the university/college
entitled to perform certain menial work.

Sonnet: a fourteen line poem, practiced originally by the Italian poet
and philosopher Petrarch.

Garden of Eden: a beautiful garden where Adam and Eve (the first
human beings) were made to live after God created them.
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Unit 5

Edmund Spenser’s “The Garden of Adonais”

Supplementary Unit

Unit Structure :

5.1 Objectives

5.2 Introduction

5.3 A Brief History of the Renaissance

5.4 Spenser’s contribution to the sonnet form

5.5 Common themes in Edmund Spenser’s poetry
5.6 The poet’s style

5.7 Spenser and his critics

5.8 Glossary

5.9 Reference and Suggested reading

5.1 Objectives

This unit has been designed to facilitate the learners with some
additional information related to the life and work of Edmund Spenser
and other Elizabethan poets. At first we will discuss about the history
of the Renaissance period in brief. Secondly, we shall note the
contribution of Edmund Spenser to the sonnet form. Thirdly, an
analysis of the common themes and Spenser’s specific will be
attempted. Finally, the notable critical reception of himself as a poet
and his poetry will be looked into. In the process the students will be

able to:

acquire the knowledge of the historical background of the age in which

Spenser was  writing poetry,

get an understanding of the poetic techniques used by Spenser,

142 |Page



thoroughly appreciate the contribution of the poet to the genre of
pOGtry:
know how the sonnet form has evolved in English literature during the
Elizabethan period,
- develop a critical faculty to analyze the intricacies of poem.

5.2 Introduction

Poetry is one of the oldest forms of writing in respect to the fact that
the legacy of poetry dates back to the times when literature existed in
oral forms. The nomads and bards sang verses comprising of several
themes. When we trace the history of English literature the first
manuscripts that could be retrieved were verses. The verses were
written in stone carvings, bark of trees, and monoliths. The Greek and
Roman masters have dealt with poetry like Homer’s Illiad and
Odyssey, which stand out as the Classics of world literature. Even in
Southeast Asia the epics — the Mahabharata and the Ramayana are
stories narrated in the versified form.

The oldest poem in the English is an anonymous epic poem
Beowulf. The themes of the poems that are available from the Anglo-
Saxon period are mostly related to chivalrous knights, adventurous
voyages, monsters, pilgrimage and some virtuous traits.

It 1s remarkable that poetry was an art that was meant for the
court of kings. It was not something that was available for the common
people. There are various forms of poetry that has evolved throughout
the centuries — ballad, epic, sonnet, mock-heroic, dramatic monologue,
and many more. However, it can be noted that the noted form happens
to become popular during the 13™ century. Gradually it developed in
the English language with the masters like Wyatt and Surrey and later
with William Shakespeare, Edmund Spenser and Philip Sydney.

5.3 A Brief History of the Renaissance

The term renaissance is French which means “rebirth”. This period
extends from the 14™ to the 18™ century. The Renaissance first began
in Italy. The Renaissance spreads to the rest of Europe gradually. With
the Renaissance a change could be seen in almost all the spheres of life
and literature. In England the decline of the feudal system is
remarkable. Discovery and exploration of new world began. This
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resulted in the growth of commerce. The Renaissance has also brought
in remarkable innovations as paper printing, the mariner’s compass
and gunpowder.

Basically in literature the Renaissance is the revival of classical
learning after a prolonged period of decline in the cultural scenario of
England. The inspiration of the masters of the renaissance where the
ancient Greek and Roman masters in the political field the expansion
of the British Empire started during this period the consciousness of
the individual developed as a result of changes that took place by the
implementation of certain laws. Liberal forms of arts proposed by the
Greeks became popular during the period. Reading of the Latin text
was emphasized. As the Renaissance began in Italy the French and
Italian influence could be seen in when the movement flourished in
England. The befitting example here is that of the sonnet form, which
was originally introduced by the great master Petrarch in Italy.
Although the sonneteers of England — Wyatt and Surrey, William
Shakespeare, Edmund Spenser and Philip Sidney — experimented with
the structure, yet they did not alter the basic form of sonnet. The
number of lines of a sonnet was kept as introduced by Petrarch, which
are fourteen lines. From then on a sonnet came to be recognized as a
fourteen lines poem with a rhyme scheme and mostly in iambic
pentameter.

There was a revival in the way poetry came to be written
during the Renaissance. A surge of new and different forms of poetry
like elegies, sonnets, marriage songs and pastoral poetry contributed to
the enrichment of English literature. The trend of lyric poetry became
popular as a result. Besides Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser, lyric
poetry was also written by Daniel and Drayton.

Renaissance Humanism

Renaissance humanism was a movement that was more intellectual
than political. It is due to the renewed interest in classical scholarship
which stressed on the importance of being human. The focus shifted
from the religiosity of the middle ages to the humanitarian aspect of
life. This has come down to the renaissance from the philosophy of the
ancient masters like Petrarch Dante Alighieri and Giovanni Boccaccio.
Petrarch is considered to be the father of humanism however all the
three Italian masters are believed to be the torchbearers of the
humanist movement in Europe.

An analysis of the writings of this period gives an understanding of the
fact that the writers focused on dealing with t