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PREFACE

In a bid to standardise higher education in the country, the University Grants
Commuission {(UGC) has introduced Choice Based Credit System (CBCS) based on
five types of courses viz. core, discipline specific, generic elective, ability and skill
enhancement for graduate students of all programmes at Honours level. This brings
in the semester pattern, which finds efficacy in sync with credit system, credit
transfer, comprehensive continuous assessments and a graded pattern of evaluation.
The objective is to offer learners ample flexibility to choose from a wide gamut of
courses, as also to provide them lateral mobility between various educational
institutions in the country where they can carry acquired credits. I am happy to note
that the University has been accredited by NAAC with grade ‘A’

UGC (Open and Distance Learning Programmes and Online Learning Programmes)
Regulations, 2020 have mandated compliance with CBCS for U.G. programmes for
all the HEIs in this mode. Welcoming this paradigm shift in higher education, Netaj
Subhas Open University (NSOU) has resolved to adopt CBCS from the academic
session 2021-22 at the Under Graduate Degree Programme level. The present
syllabus, framed in the spint of syllabi recommended by UGC, lays due stress on all
aspects envisaged in the curricular framework of the apex body on higher education.
It will be imparted to learners over the six semesters of the Programme.

Self Learning Materials (SLMs) are the mainstay of Student Support Services
(SSS) of an Open University. From a logistic point of view, NSOU has embarked
upon CBCS presently with SLMs in English / Bengali. Eventually, the English
version SLMs will be translated into Bengali too, for the benefit of learners. As
always, all of our teaching faculties contributed in this process. In addition to this we
have also requisitioned the services of best academics in each domain in preparation
of the new SLMs. I am sure they will be of commendable academic support. We look
forward to proactive feedback from all stakeholders who will participate in the
teaching-learning based on these study materials. It has been a very challenging task
well executed, and I congratulate all concerned in the preparation of these SLMs.

I wish the venture a grand success.

Professor (Dr.) Subha Sankar Sarkar
Vice-Chancellor
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The Beginnings of English Literature and Language






Unit-1 [ Anglo-Saxons and the Continental
Invaders in Britain

Structure

1.1.0 Introduction

1.1.1 Early Britain and the Roman Occupation
1.1.2 Invasion by the Germanic Tribes

1.1.3 Introduction of Christianity

1.1.4 The Scandinavian Invasion

1.1.5 The Norman Conquest

1.1.6 Summing Up

1.1.7 Suggested Reading

1.1.8 Comprehension Exercises

1.1.0 Imntroduction

In this unit we are going to study Anglo- Saxon or Old English Literature. The
Old English language was very different from English as we know it now. In this unit
we are going to learn about the early inhabitants of Britain, their history, culture,
language and literature. We shall see how the Romans during their occupation
civilised the ancient Britons and how, after their withdrawal, Germanic tribes, first
from the continent across the English Channel and then from the Scandinavian
countries in the north invaded Britain, gradually settled there and how from the
mixture of many Germanic tribes the English people came to be.

1.1.1 Early Britain and the Roman Occupation

Pre-historic Britain was peopled by a group of rustics who had migrated from
western Russia and the shores of the eastern Baltic. They introduced farming, had the
prudence of storing surplus grains and could hill forts. They were the Celts who after
their arrival in Britain found out the use of iron. One division of these primitives
called themselves Brittones and gave the name Britain to the island. It was the Celts

9
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who fought the great Roman General, Julius Caesar, on the sea-beach when he
invaded Britain with his legions in 55 and 54 B.C. But the disturbances in Gaul' kept
the Romans busy with the result that the Celts in Britain were left alone for another
hundred years. But Caesar’s invasion exposed the island to other races. Pressed by
the Roman army the Gauls, the Celts’ kinsmen, came over in small batches. The
pattern of society of both the Celts and the Gauls was tribal and their chieftains were
constantly fighting among themselves. They failed to put up a united resistance
when, in 43 A D., the Roman Emperor Claudius, took earnest steps for a systematic
domination of the island. The Romans had encountered stiffest resistance among the
Welsh Mountains and the northern moors. The savages of northern England and of
Caledonia (Upper Scotland) held out against the highly drilled Roman army for
more than a century until Emperor Severus (193 — 211A.D.) gave up the thought to
conquer Scotland.

The Romans stayed in England for four hundred years and exerted an intense
influence on the life of its inhabitants, particularly in the south and the east. Tribal
feuds were systematically controlled; population increased; trade and commerce
flourished; towns sprang up; Christianity got a foothold and a sense of unity gradually
developed. Roman engineers laid firm roads remnants of which still exist. The Britons
learnt how to build villas with windows. The British blood that was already a fusion
of the pre-historic primitives’ and Celts’ got a dose of Roman blood into it from the
soldiers, the merchants and the courtiers of the Empire. Many city dwellers also
began to take up Latin way of life-style in their daily affairs.

1.1.2 Invasion by the Germanic Tribes

In the early years of the 5™ Century the Romans were compelled to leave England
in a bid to defend Rome against the barbarians of the East. With their departure fresh
invasions from across the sea took place. The Angles, the Saxons, the Jutes and the
Franks swarmed to the island from the continent in succeeding waves for about seven
hundred years. The invaders belonged to the same ancestral stock as the Celts, , had
allied languages and customs. Their poetry too sang of the same racial heroes. The
first specimens of the poetry of these people show clearly that their culture was
similar to the Celts’ of Britain than to the Romans’ or the Greeks’. The Jutes were
the first to arrive and came from Jutland, the angles came probably from north-west
Germany and south Denmark and the Saxons from west Germany. As the Angles and
the Saxons were the most numerous, the entire body of migrants is called ‘Anglo-
Saxons’. Writers writing in Latin in the 9" century first used the term ‘Anglo-Saxons’
to refer to these people in order to distinguish them from their kinsmen on
the continent.
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The Anglo-Saxons were fierce sea-rovers who were not afraid to face challenges
from a harsh nature They were fierce fighters and a large section of the native
inhabitants were killed by them. Their conquest was so thorough that the civilisation
and language of the ancient Britons disappeared completel y. The remaining natives
were driven to in the jungles and mountains of western England. The Anglo-Saxons
did not adopt more than half a dozen words of the ancient Britons. There was a fresh
mixture of blood as the invaders captured British women and married them. This
time the racial stock changed. The Anglo-Saxons called their new home ‘Angle-land’
which, in course of time, changed to ‘Engle-land’ and finally England.

1.1.3 Introduction of Christianity

During the last two hundred years of the Roman rule the Christian Church was
established in England and the Celts were converted to Christianity. The Anglo-
Saxons were pagan and their invasion drove it to the mountains of Wales. From
Wales a Roman-Briton, St. Patrick, took it to Ireland and became her patron saint.
It was from Ireland that the gospel travelled back to Scotland. For various reasons
this church did not succeed in spreading Christianity in Britain. In 597, a chosen band
of missionaries under St. Augustine sent by Pope Gregory (Pope, 590-604) landed in
Kent which is the part of Britain nearest to Europe. The Anglo-Saxons who had first
set up small kingdoms subdued the whole island within the span of a century, except
the mountainous Wales, the remote Cornwall (South-West) and Strathclyde (North-
West). These kingdoms gradually merged into larger political units viz., Essex, Sussex,
Wessex, Kent, East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria. The then King of Kent had
married a Christian princess of France. Under the queen’s influence, the king, Ethelbert,
became one of Augustine’s first converts

With the conversion to Christianity England came in closer touch with
Mediterranean culture and mainstream Western civilization. It marked a turning-point
in English literature, language and history. The Roman Church, an international
organisation, consolidated its hold in England for the first time. It increased the
Anglo-Saxon’s natural enthusiasm for music, taught him not only Latin but also law
and charity. The monasteries became centres of learning. With books brought from
overseas they opened libraries. English universities owe their origin to the intellectual
pursuits of Christian monks. The Anglo-Saxons wrote in runes’, the monks taught
them the Latin alphabet and made writing easier. The monks wrote and transcribed
all the oral songs and folktales of the Anglo-Saxons and preserved them.
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1.1.4 The Scandinavian Invasion

Anglo-Saxon invasion of England was not the last of its kind. In the middle of
the 9" century, fresh hordes of pagans from Scandinavia invaded England and all but
destroyed her new faith and learning. They came from Norway, Sweden, and
Denmark. They are known by the common name of ‘the Scandinavians’. At first they
came to plunder and left as soon as their boats were filled with gold and valuables
accumulated in the shrines and monasteries near the sea. Then, having denuded the
coasts they penetrated inland. The Anglo-Saxons were no match for these ferocious
invaders. By 871 A.D. the Scandinavians had destroyed Northumbria and Mercia and
besieged Wessex

The history of domination shows that soldiers of one generation turned landowners
in the next. The Scandinavians too were no exceptions to this rule. They learnt
agriculture from the Anglo-Saxons and improved upon what they had learnt by virtue
of their superior discipline and organisation. They never lost their vigour and fierce
spirit of independence and would have uprooted the Anglo-Saxons completely but
for the statesmanship of the Anglo-Saxon king, Alfred the Great.

Alfred (849-9007) was the King of Wessex when the Danes’ laid siege to it in 871,
He belonged to the oldest Saxon dynasty. The fall of Northumbna, Kent and Mercia,
brought the Anglo-Saxons together. At the Battle of Ashdown (Jan.871), Alfred halted
the invaders and gave his land peace for five years. In the battle of Ethandune Alfred
inflicted heavy losses on the enemy and forced them to terms. Under the Treaty of
Wedmore (878 A.D.), the leader of the Danes, Guthram, had to remain satisfied with
‘Danelaw’ i.e., Northumbria, East Angha, South-East Midlands and parts of Mercia —
about two-thirds of England. He and his followers also accepted Christianity. The Treaty
gave England peace for the following fourteen years. To prevent fresh incursions by
other batches of Danes, Alfred fortified the coasts and built a navy. But shortly after
Alfred’s grandson England had to accept a Danish king, King Canute. Gradually the
Anglo-Saxons and the Scandinavians merged into one people. The Scandinavians, unlike
the Romans, were not culturally superior, so their contribution to English life consists
of mainly a large number of everyday words.

1.1.5 The Norman Conquest

The last major invasion of Britain came from the Scandinavians who during
their raids had settled in Northern France. They adopted French language and culture,
intermarried with the French and came to be known as Normans . The Dukes of
Normandy had developed an efficient feudal system. They were good at war tactics
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as well as patrons of literature and culture. On the death of Edward the Confessor,
Alfred’s last descendant, William, the Duke of Normandy, claimed the English
crown on the basis of a promise of king Edward. The king of England, Harold,
a Dane, had an even weaker claim. William crossed over to England. In the battle
of Hastings (October, 1066) England’s fate was decided in the hands of the Norman
Duke whom history came to famously recognise as William the Conqueror. He took
a small span of only two years to conquer the rest of England.

The Conquest brought no new race to England because the Normans were also
of Scandinavian descent. But they came with a superior culture and a hterature and
language of their own. They seized the land of the Saxons, built castles with Saxon
labour and introduced a system of land tenure on military service. They did not
disturb the system of the Saxons’ local government. For many years the conquerors
lived apart, treating the native population and their culture with contempt. So the
fusion between the Normans and the Anglo - Saxons took a long time. Finally, by
the 15" century , the people of Britain emerged clearly as a racial and cultural unit.

1.1.6 Summing up

You can understand, from this early history of England, how the English people
combine several races and have a composite cultural tradition in which Roman and
Germanic, Pagan and Christian elements are inextricably mixed. When you study the
language and literature of England you will notice how these various elements interplay
in the English life and literary imagination.

1.1.7 Suggested Reading

1. Campbell, James (ed.), The Anglo-Saxons, Oxford, 1982,
2. Stenton, F. M., Anglo-Saxon England, Oxford, 1971

3. Whitelock, Dorothy, The Beginnings of English Society, Pelican History of
England II, Harmondsworth, 1952

1.1.8 Comprehension Exercises

A. Essay type questions:

1. Write a note on how the Celts, the Gauls and the Romans lead to the formation
of the Anglo-Saxon regime in ancient Britain.
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2. Describe how the Roman Church was established in Britain and how did it
contribute to the introduction of Christianity in ancient England.

3. Narrate historically the events leading up to the Battle of Hastings in 1066,

B. Mid length questions:
1. What information do you get about the nature of the Scandinavian invaders?
2 How does King Alfred try to unite the Danes?

3. What was the immediate effect of the introduction of Christianity in England?

C. Short-answer type questions:
1. How does the name England come into being?
2. Who were the ancient Britiones?

3. Evaluate the role of the first-established Church in the mtroduction of
Christianity.



Unit - 2 [0 OIld English Literature — Poetry and
Prose Beginnings

Structure

1.2.0. Introduction

1.2,1, The Language

1.2.2,  Anglo-Saxon (Old English) Literature: Sources
1.2.3. Classification of O.E. literature

1.2.4. OIld English Heroic Poetry

1.2.,5. Old English Lyric Poetry: Elegies & Personal Utterances
1.2.6. OIld English Religious Poetry

1.2.7. Characteristics of Old English Poetry

1.2.8. Old English Prose

1.2,9. Summing up

1.2.10. Word Notes

1.2.11. Suggested Reading

1.2,12, Comprehension Exercises

1.2.0 Introduction

The Anglo-Saxons did not get linguistic or cultural independence from their
Germanic origins until after they had migrated to and settled down in Britain. From
very early times, roughly from the 6™ century, we find that the language used is called
English. The term *Anglo-Saxon’ is a recent and learned coinage for the more common
‘Old English’, dating from the 17" century, and used by scholars to mean the earliest
form of the English language. English is descended from Germanic, which is an
oftshoot of Indo-European, a hypothetical tongue.

¢l
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1.2.1 The Language

The main challenge for you, is that if you take a look at any piece of Anglo
Saxon writing, it will not make any sense apparently. The English language has
changed almost beyond recognition during the intervening centuries. So it is necessary
to know some facts about it. The vocabulary was for the most part native, but there
were some early loan words from Latin. Words from Scandinavian languages gradually
mixed into Anglo-Saxon. Since both were Germanic languages, it is not always
possible to say which are native Anglo-Saxon and which came from the Scandinavians.
The grammar had declinable (receding in numbers) nouns, pronouns and adjectives.
The system of verbs with change of tenses and subject-verb agreement was far more
elaborate than it is now. There were four main dialects; Northumbrian, spoken and
written in the north; Mercian, the language of the mudlands; Kentish, used in the
south-east, over an area much larger than modern Kent; and West Saxon, the language
of Wessex, the country of King Alfred. Due to the political supremacy of Wessex
this became the ‘standard’ dialect and almost all the extant texts are preserved in this
dialect. You can well use your understanding to realise how the system of power
equations has always worked to give centrality to some languages and a marginal
nature to its sister dialects!

1.2.2 Anglo-Saxon (Old English) Literature: Sources

There 15 no record of literature of the ancient Britons or of the Celts before the
arrival of the Anglo-Saxons. The earliest specimens of English literature are folk-
tales brought to England in the fifth century A.D. by the invaders from their homeland
on the continent. These tales were kept alive by oral tradition and hence are wholly
poetic. Some of them are connected with events that took place before the migration.

The folk-tales turned into poetry by the scops (wandering minstrels/singers of
song who rendered their tales in lyric) were not written down till centuries after.
After England’s conversion to Christianity (c.665) Christian clerics collected the
poems of pagan times and put them down in manuscripts. As they did so they
retouched them, replacing many of the pagan references by Christian ones, and toned
down the fierce note that was in them. Themselves the descendants of Vikings and
warriors, they were not, however, entirely successful in altering the spirit of the old
poetry. So Anglo-Saxon poetry in the form we know it shows a curious mixture of
primitive and Christian elements.
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Anglo — Saxon (A S.) literature exists in manuscripts, since printing had not yet
been invented. The most important of the manuscripts so far discovered in which Old
English { O.E.) poetry has survived are four:

1. The Exeter Book, given to Exeter Cathedral (Devonshire, England) by Bishop
Leofric. It contains only verse.

2. The Beowulf Manuscript, now in the British Museum, containing both verse
and prose.

. The Junius Manuscript, first printed by ‘Junius’ (Francis Du Jon, librarian to
Lord Arundel) in 1665, now in Bodleian Library, Oxford. It contains verse
only.

4. The Vercelli Book, discovered in the library of Vercelli Cathedral (Northern

Italy) where it is preserved. It has both verse and prose.

LN

1.2.3 Classification of Old English Literature

In a study of old English literature dates are not important for good reasons. First,
the dates are uncertain; there is a wide range of divergence of opinions amongst the
best scholars over them. Secondly, this literature is nearly always anonymous and its
writers had little scope for originality as we would understand it in the modern day.
This 1s so because they were mostly working with a body of tales handed down to
them across generations more as part of a culture that had undergone several layers
of transition and even been subjected to cross cultural elements by way of inflexions
through religion.

The surviving specimens of old English literature are generally divided into the
following groups according to theme and treatment.

{a) Old English Epic / Heroic Poetry

(b) Old English Lyric Poetry consisting of Elegiac and Personal poems:
{c) Old English Religious Poetry

(d) Old English Prose

1.2.4 OIld English Epic/Heroic Poetry

The important specimens of this group are: (a) Widsith, (b) Beowulf,
(¢) Waldere, {d) The Fight at Finnsburgh; and of a much later date (e) The Battle of
Brunanburgh, (f) The Battle of Maldon.

(a) Widsith (i.e., The Far Traveller): A travel book of 143 lines, it narrates the
experiences of a wandering scop. He has visited many tribes and many
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princes of whom he produces a list. But the difficulty is that the princes he
names lived centuries apart and no one could meet them in a single lifetime.
Widsith encourages his fellow scops by referring to the rewards he got from
the princes and praises his own profession. The first part of the poem is
much older than the second, and is clearly the earliest piece of English verse.
Its literary value springs from a competent arrangement of proper names. The
view of life presented is a reflective one.

(b) Beownlf : It is an epic of 3,182 lines and the most interesting and impressive

monument of Old English literature. It must have been composed not later
than the eighth century and written down about a hundred years after by
Christian monks. The poem presents the life and fortunes of a hero who
however is not English — Prince Beowulf who is a prince of a Swedish clan.
The poem shows the common Germanic roots of the Anglo-Saxons and the
Scandinavians.

The Story: The main narrative of Beowwnlf has been woven out of three
separate folk-tales with which have been mixed up episodes of tribal feuds.
The first tale describes Beowulf’s fight with the monster, Grendel who lives
in a moor {marshy land) beneath the cliffs. Every night he comes out of his
den to visit Heorot — a hall built on the edge of the moorland by the king of
the Danes called Hrothgar — and carries away the king’s followers to devour
them. Grendel’s attackss continue for twelve winters. Beowulf is Hrothgar’s
kinsman and a prince of the Geats in Sweden. He hears about his kinsman’s
troubles and crosses the sea with fourteen followers to sleep in Heorot. At
night Grendel appears. As no weapon can penetrate the monster’s body,
Beowulf wrestles with him and tears off one of his arms. Grendel flees to his
den and dies. Here the first tale ends.

In the second, Grendel’s mother comes up to avenge her son’s death. She
seizes one of Beowulf’s followers and runs back. Next day, Beowulf follows
her track and dives into the waters of the moor. His men and the Danes wait
on the shore. As Beowulf reaches the bottom, he is dragged into her cave by
Grendel’s mother. Other sea-monsters also set upon him but Beowulf’s armour
saves him. The hero is about to be crushed by Grendel’’s mother when his
eves fall on a magic sword hung on the cave’s wall. With this sword he kills
the monster, severs the head of Grendel lying dead in the cave and returns
with the prize.

The two tales are related to each other. The second comes as a climax to the
first. Between the first two and the third there is a long gap of time. Beowulf,
in the third tale, is a king who has ruled his people wisely for fifty years. In
a corner of his kingdom lies an ancient hoard of treasure guarded by a fire-
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breathing dragon. A part of the treasures having been stolen the dragon starts
burning and Kkilling in the neighbourhood. Beowulf feels obliged to come to
the rescue of his people, though he is now an old man. As he prepares for
the fight, his instincts tell him that his end his near. He kills the monster but
i1s mortally wounded. Before his death he finds noble consolation in the
thought that he has laid down his life for his people. The poem closes with
an account of the hero’s funeral.

The Literary Value of Beowulf: The material of the poem is largely
Scandinavian. Names of early Swedish kings found in Beowulf correspond
to names in a Scandinavian folk-tale. Many incidents too are common.

The poem opens with a prologue in the true epic fashion and its manner of
narration is as direct and simple as in the ffiad and the Odyssey. The various
descriptions of pagan rites are vivid. Beowulf is almost a demi-god with
human longings. In the midst of death agony he regrets the absence of a son
he might bequeath his armour to. In the last part, the warrior-king attains the
nobility of an epic hero. There is calm acceptance of fate and satisfaction that
he has given his people peace. His last anxiety is to serve his men even in
death. And he leaves instructions for a memorial that would inspire them
with courage and confidence.

An epic (from Greek epos, originally meaning
“word” but later “oration” or “song”) is a long
narrative poem, composed in a grand manner,
dealing with the trials and accomplishments of
a great hero or heroes, The epic celebrates merits
of national, military, religious, cultural, political,
or historical importance.

Scholars disagree as to
whether Beowulf is an epic or
not. If it is an epic it is an
epic in the making. It does not
possess the excellence and
grandeur of the Aeneid or of
the Iliad or the Odyssey. Its
theme 1s not lofty enough to

be worthy of an epic.
Numerous episodes and
digressions woven into the
central theme divert the
reader’s attention and hamper
the unity of design. In a true
epic the narrative 1s
continuous, in Beowulf there
is a long gap in the middle.
The boasts of the hero, the
elaborate ritual are in epic
tradition but the ferociousness
of many incidents are
romantic.

Critics talk of two kinds of epics. The first, the
primary epic, evolves from the mores, milieu,
legends, or follk tales of a populace and is initially
developed in an oral tradition of storytelling,
Secondary epics are literary. They are written
from their inception and designed to appear as
whole stories. Under this definition, Beowuif
comes as a primary epic, the finest evidence
being that it first existed in the oral tradition.
Moreover, Beowulf does employ digressions, long
speeches, journeys and quests, various trials or
tests of the hero, and even divine intervention,
as do classical epics.
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Beowulf 1s nevertheless quite impressive and forceful, suggestive of a long
literary tradition. Its diction moves with a dignity reminiscent of Virgil. The
language has the rough picturesqueness of primitive poetry, with abundant
use of periphrastic metaphors (Kennings) e g., whale-road (for sea), the game
of blades (for battle), the lance-bearer (for soldier). The outlines of scenes
and personages drawn are vivid and clear. The speeches are stately although
their effect has been toned down by deliberate understatement. The unrimed
alliterative verse it uses is common to early Germanic poetry.

One important feature of Beowwlf is the strong presence of the sea. The poet
has coined fifteen names for the sea. This note was to persist in English
literature and give it so much colour and variety. The poem’s setting is
Scandinavian, yet strangely enough, it contains no specific Scandinavian
words. Judged by modern standards, this primitive poem might appear
repetitive and monotonous. Its manner of narration is at times confusing and
characterisation lacks complexity. This is however not to detract the
significance of the text as a record in narrative of the life and times of the
people it talks about.

The Historical Value of Beowulf: The events narrated in the poem are
loosely based on an historical event — the raid of Hygelac, king of the Geats,
against the Frisians in the sixth century. The Geats lived in what is now
southern Sweden. Hygelac led a plundering expedition up the Rhine and was
ultimately stopped by the Frisians.Hygelac had a nephew, Beowulf, who is
said to have distinguished himself in this expedition. But the historical Beowulf
could never do such impossible feats as the legendary Beowulf does. Various
northern legends current at the time the poem composed, celebrate a certain
Beowa, a demi-god who fights the monster Grendel. These legends must
have influenced the poet of Beowulf. The fight of Beowulf against Grendel
has been variously interpreted. Grendel might stand for evil forces — the
fever rampant in damp marshes, the wild bear of the forest, the cruel sea, the
fog and so on.

More important is the picture of Anglo-Saxon life and society that the poem
unfolds. We have in it a glimpse of the very difficult and joyless life that the
forefathers of the English people lived in primitive times. There is no mention
of the British Isles in the poem. Instead we have descriptions of Seeland, the
land of the Danes, of southern Sweden and of the North Sea, the Teutonic
settlements, their ships and expeditions, their tribal relationship, their fights
and feasts. They were a brave people unafraid of death which was always at
hand, fond of music, respectful to their women, courteous and affectionate
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to their brethren, loyal to their chief, cruel to their foe, loving to their land
and eager for glory in adventure. Superstition played a large part in their
imaginative life; all misfortunes like sickness, death and defeat were ascribed
to evil spirits. They believed in the all powerfulness of Wyrd or fate yet
submitted to it without a struggle. This sense of fatality gave them a certain
dignmity and also a sense of pathos. Against fate their weapon was valour.
Beowulf is the ruler of a people who take life seriously. The land of their
birth was far from comfortable. To the north was the sea troubled by storms
and muists, on other sides were marshes and forests swarming with enemies,
both beasts and men. There is a curious mixture of brutish and moral
tendencies in their literature. No wonder that the predominant attitude is one
of melancholy. Yet it would be wrong to believe that the Anglo-Saxons lived
an austere life. The banquet scenes given in Beowulf are quite splendid.

Waldere: The manuscript is divided into two fragments of thirty-two and
thirty-one lines. In the first part Waldere’s sweetheart, Hildegund exhorts
him to battle with Gunther. She is sure Waldere would win for righteousness
15 on his side. The second fragment presents the dialogue between Waldere
and Gunther and includes the former’s challenge to the latter to take his
sword that he got from his father.

It has been supposed that the fragments are parts of a poem on the story of
Walter of Spain, belonging to the great tradition of Scandinavian sagas.

The Fight at Finnsburg (The Battle of Finnsburg): An epic fragment of
forty eight lines, it reproduces an account of the battle between Finn, king
of Frisians and Hnaef, a leader of the Danes Hanaef is first invited and then
treacherously attacked. He and his followers give a tough fight but Hanaef
is ultimately slain and a truce has been made. His followers resume the feud
and avenge his death. The episode in Beowulf, called the Finnsburg Episode,
appears to be a sequel to this poem whose end is lost. Frankly inspired by
the martial instincts, the poem is told briskly and pointedly.

The Bartle of Brunanburh: This poem and its companion, The Battle of
Maldon both written as late as the tenth century — show that the tradition of
the heroic epic persisted for many centuries after Beowwlf It describes in a
typical Anglo-Saxon fashion a battle between the English under Athelstan
and a combination of Norsemen and Scots. Written to celebrate a national
victory, it heaps ignominy upon the defeated and extols the victorious highly.
Intoxicated by the joy, the poet gloats over the fearful slaughter of the enemy.
The narration is swift, the diction lucid. It is the first poem singing of patriotism
in English literature. For, while the earlier heroic poetry is devoted to the
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praise of individual heroes, The Battle of Brunanburh celebrates a national
victory. It is also the only epic fragment in which short regular stanzas
appear. This and the next poem find a place in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.

(f) The Battle of Maldon: The poem gives the story of a defeat the English
suffered at the hands of the invading Danes in 991. Byrhtnoth who led the
English forces as he strove to drive back a band of Northmen whose ships
were coming up the Blackwater, a little to the north of the Thames was killed
and the Saxons were defeated.. We have only a fragment of 325 lines of this
poem, which seems, since it does not name a single one of the enemy, to
have been written soon after the fight. It is not a lyrical song, but a detailed
epic narrative which, by its rhythm and general shape, recalls the battles of
the lliad.

1.2.5 Old English Lyric Poetry: Elegies & Personal Utterances

In Anglo-Saxon poetry there are also some poems which contain themes that are
more personal, poems which seem to be more of an expression of the emotional state
of the poet. A. S. Poetry does not have the lyric form, but these poems have the tone
and temper of the lyric proper. So they are referred to as A.S. lyrics, or, because of
a general note of melancholy in them, as elegies. The poems reflect a melancholy
view of life, a sense of impending fate and threatening nature. Here we find little of
the Christian hope that lies in thoughts of a Hereafter. A very early example of this
primitive lyric 18 Deor’s Lament. As in Widsith, the scop speaks directly to the hearer
(or reader). He is sad. He has been robbed of his inheritance and the favour of his
lord by Heorrenda, who has replaced him as the chief court singer. But, as he says,
all misfortune passes, and he cites the sorrows caused by love and violence in the
lives of the other men, and how these things passed. He reflects upon the fact that
Our Lord can make the sorrowful happy and can bring the haughty to low estate. The
poem has a refrain at the close of each section.

In The Wanderer, we meet a homeless man whose life is that of an exile,
condemned by fate to sail across the unfriendly sea waves and seek the companionship
of the screaming sea-birds. Not for him are the comforts of the mead hall and the
protection of a king. He recalls his old life of cheer and happiness and how all that
fell about him in ruin. Life 1s like that on this earth where man is a toy for fate to
toss about. All earthly things are transitory and fleeting.

In The Seafarer, probably of the 8" century, an old and weary sailor confronts
a young man, enthusiastic but ignorant of the trials and tribulations that his hard life
upon the sea brings to a man. The old seaman curses the sea in one breath and in
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the next reveals his feeling of inseparability with it. When at sea he longs for the
land, and when ashore, neither the love of woman nor the lure of the pleasures of the
world can satisfy his deep longing to be back upon the rolling waves. Back to the
whale road for him and let others have their lives of ease upon the shore! It is one
of the earliest examples of the Englishman’s love of the sea. In another very
fragmentary poem, The Ruin, the poet looks upon the ruined buildings of an ancient
race and wonders at the pride these men must have felt in their great accomplishments
and how little they dreamed then that he would look upon these stones that can no
longer even give any identifying characteristics of what their owners were like.

There also remains a trio of interesting lyrics containing highly personal note.
The Wife's Lament is a rather subtle piece in which the wife has been accused by her
husband’s relatives of infidelity or magic. The husband is forced by the tribal code
to banish her to a lonely spot in the woods. She knows that he must be grieving for
her and she remembers their once happy home together. She still loves him and
thinks that he, even though he thinks her guilty, must still love her. That would make
his grief far greater than her own, for she remains firm in protests that she was
faithful to him and has a clear conscience. The Husband's Message i1s carved runes
on a wooden staff and these runes speak the message. This rune stick has carried
many a message over the seas to highborn people. Now it brings a message of love
from a man exiled from his people and from his beloved wife. It begs her to listen
for the coming of springtime in the song of cuckoo and come to him in a distant land
where he has established himself, amidst wealth and prosperity, and has many brave
warriors who serve him. He does not care for kings’ daughters; life is empty for him
without his beloved wife. Scholars are especially interested in the poem Wulf and
Eadwacer. Tt has a strophic (a rhythmic system composed of two or more lines
repeated as a unit) structure and a refrain, like Deor’s Lament. The speaker, a woman,
desires her lover Wulf, and expresses disgust for her husband Eadwacer. This brief
poem is intense and passionate, one of the very few pieces in Old English Literature
with high sexual content. Some parts are however confusing and difficult to interpret.
Given that we are here talking of a very old literary era, the abundance of and fervour
with which women’s utterances are narrated is an interesting point to note.

A.S. secular poetry also has many riddles in which objects are described in vague
and suggestive terms, the objects to be guessed by the reader. Many references to life
and customs of the Viking northland are to be discovered among these interesting
little compositions. A horn is described as a proud warrior when decked in gems and
trappings. Here it travels with the tribe over the seas and there it hangs and there it
hangs on the mead-house wall. Sometimes it is full of wine. Sometimes it must
swallow the breath of men and invite valiant warriors to assemble or drive away
enemies. The description ends with the inevitable: “Ask what my name 1s.”
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1.2.6 Old English Religious Poetry

With their conversion to Christianity, the Anglo-Saxons acquired a vast and
diverse collection of stories written in the Bible and other sacred texts and proclaimed
orally through the liturgy ( set of rituals in the Christian church) and preaching. They
also inherited the belief that understanding these narratives was essential to lead good
lives and to ensure salvation. Although much of Christianity was still new, Old
English poets adapted their own poetic language with its traditional themes to this
material, often selecting subjects that would fit within existing conventions.

(a) Caedmon: In his Historia Eccelesiastica Gentis Anglorum( Ecclesiastical
History of The English People) Bede tells the story of the first Christian poet
of England: Caedmon. According to Bede, Caedmon was an unlettered
cowherd who received divine inspiration to sing of the Creation and to turn
the Old Testament into song. He has been credited by some critics with a
number of poems paraphrasing biblical passages. Following in the tradition
of the great Caedmon, other anonymous poets have left us poems and
fragments of poems from the period, rendering various Old Testament passage
into verse. That is all we know about the life and works of Caedmon; but in
the Junius manuscript a series of religious paraphrases was found in the year
1651. In subject they correspond rather closely to the list set out by Bede,
and they were ascribed to Caedmon. The poems consist of paraphrases of the
Genesis, Exodus, and Daniel, Judith and three shorter poems, the chief of
which is “The Harrowing of Hell.” Modern scholarship recognizes that the
poems are by different hands, but the works can be conveniently lumped
together under the name of Caedmon. The poems appear in the West Saxon
dialect. Caedmon belonged to Northumbria and must have written in his own
dialect. But the difficulty is got over by pointing out that a West Saxon
scribe might have copied the poems.

In the Manuscript of Bede’s work a poem in the Northumbrian dialect, of which
Bede gives the Latin paraphrase, has come down to us and this is supposed by some
scholars to be Caedmon’s first work and a part of his Genesis. It is a hymn in praise
of God. He sings the praise of God like a scop singing the glories of his feudal lord.
The poems written by Caedmon or by poets who may be loosely called poets of his
school are all based on Old Testament stories. Genesis tells the story of Satan’s
rebellion, God’s wrath and the expulsion of the rebel angels, God’s creation of hell
and his plan of Creation. Exodus deals with the story of Moses. Christ and Satan tells
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the story of Creation and the Fall of Man. Judith, also from the Old Testament, gives
the dramatic story of Judith bringing the head of Holofernes the tyrant to the Jews
and the battle between the Jews and the Assyrians. In merit Caedmon’s poems are
unequal, but they are strong and spirited pieces with some vivid descriptive passages.

(b) Cynewulf: In 1840 the scholar Kemble lighted upon three runic (or pre-
Roman) signatures which appear respectively in the course of the poems
called (1) Christ and (2) Juliana (in the Exeter book) and (3) Elerne (in the
Vercelli book). The signature reads ‘Cynewulf” or ‘Cynwulf.” In 1888 a
signature ‘Fwulcyn” was discovered in (4) The Fates of the Apostles. This is
all we come to know of Cynewulf. Yet an elaborate life has been built up
for the poet, and other poems, similar in style to the signed pieces, have been
attributed to him. The Phoenix, The Dream of the Rood are the most significant
of the additional poems.

Christ deals with the threefold coming of Christ and ends with a picture of the
Last Judgment. The Fates of the Apostles gives the narration of how the twelve
apostles spread Christianity in different parts of the world and how they died. Juliana
is the story or how the pagans tortured and finally killed the martyr St. Juliana. In
Elene the poet tells a different kind of martyr story. It 1s about the mother of the
Roman emperor Constantine, the first emperor to convert to Christianity. Constantine,
winning a battle by the grace of Christ, learns the Christian lore and sends his mother
Helena to Jerusalem to find the cross on which Christ died. Helena finds the cross
and builds a church on the site where the cross had been buried.

Phoenix, in the Exeter Book, i1s an interesting example of how Eastern stories
made their way to England where the poets put them to allegorical or didactic use.
The poem describes an earthly paradise in the east and a fabulous bird, the phoenix,
which flies to Syria , every 1000 vears , to renew its youth. After a renewal by fire,
the bird returns to paradise. The later part gives an allegorical treatment of the fable.
The phoenix is likened to (1) the Elect among Adam’s descendants, i.e. men and
(2) Christ. The poem ends with praise of God and a description of the rewards for
good people in the life to come. The most interesting poem among O.E. religious
poetry 1s The Dream of The Rood, which used to be ascribed to Cynewulf, but is now
considered to be by some anonymous poet. It is a very early example of a dream or
vision poem. It has three parts: the opening words of the dreamer, the words spoken
by the Rood or the Cross on which Christ was crucified, and the words of the
dreamer after the dream is over. The True Cross tells the dreamer its history from the
time it grew as a tree, how it bore Christ at Calvary and how, centuries after the
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Crucifixion, it was found by St. Helena. The dreamer finally says how the dream
changed his life. Ever since, he has devoted himself to the cult of the True Cross and
hoped to gain heaven by his good deeds. The poem has a moving description
of the Crucifixion. Some of the lines, in modern English translation are quoted below
for you.

“They pierced me with dark nails:the places are on me still
The wicked wounds are open.”

These Christian poems are of little interest to the average reader today but
many of them have passages with power and grace. They also offer us a
curious treatment of biblical personages, Christ being pictured, for instance,
as a hero like Beowulf, valiant rather than gentle. These poets, although they
lived in monasteries, retained much of the spirit of the scop and gleeman of
heroic times and their poems are close to heroic epics, even though the
personages and the events are taken from the Christian Bible.

Caedmon shows an earlier tone and spirit than Cynewulf Caedmon is more
heroic and less Christian in spirit. His subjects are generally taken from the Old
Testament, while Cynewulf’s are from the New Testament and the lives of the saints,
thereby admitting of greater Christian faith and ideas. In Caedmon the interest is
primarily in retelling the Biblical stories. In Cynewulf there is greater interest in
didactic teaching. Caedmon is simpler and perhaps, more fresh; Cynewulf is more
artistic and even more artificial. He is more scholarly and has assimilated foreign
influence in more thorough going manner. In Cynewulf we find a subjective note, full
of tender sentiment and pathos, which we miss in Caedmon, who is purely objective.
In description of nature and the surroundings Cynewulf is more artistic and finished
than Caedmon.

1.2.7 Characteristics of Old English Poetry

Old English verse did not have rhyme or metre as we now have in English
poetry. The poets used the alliterative measure of old Germanic poetry. There were
no definite number of syllables to a line. A verse line usually contained four accented
syllables and three alliterative syllables. There were two kinds of run-on lines. In one,
the sentence goes to the next line without a syntactical pause; in another it goes on
with a syntactical pause. The style is generally diffuse, although when something
greatly moves the poet he can be simple and direct. The “kenning” is a strong feature
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of the language. A kenning is a two-word circumlocution for a noun. For example
‘bird’s joy’ for feather, or ‘whale way’ for the sea. We also find the ‘heiti’ |, a one-
term substitute for an ordinary noun, for example ‘wood’ for spear or ‘iron’ for
sword. The poetry was generally sung.

1.2.8 Old English Prose

A great deal of prose was written in Britain during the early centuries in Latin.
The Anglo-Saxon priests continued this tradition throughout their entire period
generally. Most of their prolific work consists of scholarly writing devoted principally
to theology and history. The Venerable Bede produced the first of the great historical
writings of scholarship in his Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731).
Bede’s contribution to didactic writing in Latin is the most notable on the Old
English scene until King Alfred came to the throne of Wessex in 871.

Alfred’s Contribution

Alfred devoted his life to two purposes: securing the nation from the Danish
invasion and civil wars, and the promotion of scholarship and literature through the
establishment of an educational programme for his people. Though preoccupied with
trying to secure his kingdom and in 1ill health, he did a great job of fostering the cause
of learning. Alfred learned Latin principally in order to be able to translate the great
Latin works into West Saxon. He was England’s first great humanist monarch who
was a patron of the scholars.

Alfred himself laboriously translated Boethius’s Consolations of Philosophy, Pope
Gregory the great’s Pastoral Care, Orosius’s Universal History, Bede’s Ecclesiastical
History. He took the help of other scholars, as he himself mentions. Alfred’s method
of translation i1s very original. He does not translate literally. He omits passages,
condescends, sometimes even adds portions if he finds the original lacking. For
example, the geographical passage on Germany and Scandinavia in Orosius’ History
of the World seemed to him inadequate so he added a long and valuable section. His
aim was not to reproduce the originals faithfully but to give his subjects what was
good for them and easy to understand.

In addition to his translations, Alfred’s influence is felt in many other directions.
He stimulated research and urged the priests of his kingdom to teach in the vernacular.
He encouraged the keeping of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and saw to it that the
events of his reign were given proper attention in this running record of events which
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was kept until 12" century. Alfred also did much to preserve the oral traditions of
his people. He left a book of proverbs and we have record of Handbook, a treasury
of his wisdom which has been lost.

Alfric and Wulfstan: Others attempted to continue the stimulus toward the
creation of a native literature of vitality. Aelfric is one notable name with his Catholic
Homilies and his Colloguy on the Operations, which was a follow up of his Grammar
and Glossary and Wulfstan, with equally didactic and unloving treatises, are among
those who tried to carry on the work of Alfred.

Aelfric is the most notable prose writer in Old English. In Catholic Homilies he
wrote a large number of sermons, each sermon meant to be used for a suitable
occasion of church service. His sources were religious writings in Latin, especially
the writings of St. Augustine, Pope Gregory the great, and the Venerable Bede but
he treated his sources with great freedom, adapting them whenever he needed. In the
Heptateuch he wrote English versions of the first seven books of the Bible. Although
he was a monk and wrote in response to practical necessities of trying to impart
christianteachings to his people, Aelfric ‘s writings show him as a master of various
kinds of prose styles. His purpose was didactic but his work has a high level of
artistic competence.

Wulfstan was Aelfric’s contemporary. He was also a churchman, serving as
Bishop of London, Bishop of Winchester and Archbishop of York. His fame rests on
a famous homily written probably in the year 1014., the Sermo Lupi ad Anglos ( The
sermon of the Wolf to the English). Though the title is in Latin, the work is in
English. Wulfstan begins with a vision of Doomsday and tells the English people that
they had brought misery and troubles upon themselves by their sinful ways. The
sermon reflects the contemporary events. During this period England was devastated
by waves of Viking raids . The Danes looted monasteries, destroyed the countryside.
The payment of money to the Danes impoverished the English. King Aethelred had
to escape to take shelter in Normandy for a short time. These terrible events moved
Waulfstan to his exhortation.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

The Chronicle or The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a remarkable specimen of Anglo-
Saxon prose . As the first t written historical record of a Germanic people it has
immense historical value. Its literary value is also immense, because it enables scholars
to trace the development of A.S. prose over a very long period of time. Its beginnings
were sketchy. Some churchmen had begun to maintain sketchy records of important
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happenings. At first the records contained simply the dates of the birth death of
different kings and the records of warfare. The Chronicle in its earliest stage was
certainly not a literary work. It was hardly even a history. It was during Alfred’s reign
and most probably under his guidance that the Chronicle became a continuous narrative,
tracing the history form their settlement in Britain to the year of compilation. There
are also references to other events, in Britain and elsewhere. The earliest event
recorded is Julius Caesar’s invasion of Britain. The compilers used earlier annalistic
records and oral records. None of the original manuscripts have survived. There are
seven extant versions, all of which have come down, in one way or other, from the
compilation of the year 891 A D.As time went on, new entries were added to the
manuscripts by successive annalists. The records continue till the 12® century in
different monasteries.

The literary quality of the early part of A.S. Chrownicle is poor. The annalist of
775 for example had a very interesting story of inter-tribal rivalry, the story of
Cyneheard, Cynewulf and Osric but does not give us a good narrative. By the 9 th.
century the language had developed a lot. The writers express themselves simply and
clearly and show skill in avoiding the monotony that is often found in mere chronicles.
At the time of King Aethelred the Unready (early 11 th century) it reached great
heights. By the 11th century very good prose was being written. Had this development
continued, the 12" and 13th centuries would have produced great prose literature in
English. But the Norman Conquest of 1066, introduced the use of Norman French
for use in all important spheres of English life and Anglo-Saxon was driven
underground, although it continued to be written upto the 12th century. Middle
English literature is dominated by poetry, Literary prose had to wait several centuries
to flower again.

1.2.9 Summing Up

In all languages, poetry makes its appearance before prose, and that was also true
about Anglo-Saxon literature. Anglo-Saxon prose however fared much better than its
counterpart -Anglo-Saxon poetry. English literary prose developed actually as late as
9" century under King Alfred’s patronage. Anglo-Saxon poetry was archaic and a bit
complicated, but Anglo -Saxon prose was comparatively modern and simple. About
Anglo-Saxon prose, two specific features must be noted. In the very first place it has
an essentially national appearance. In the second place, it is much closer to modern
English than Anglo-Saxon poetry is. Anglo-Saxon prose started humbly in the form
of some laws, moral codes and historical records. Its beginnings had no much literary
merit. Aelfric and Wulfstan are the most prominent prose writers of the Anglo-
Saxon period. Catholic Homilies is a famous book of Aelfric. There are other prose
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works like the Blickling Homilies, a group of nineteen sermons, contained in a
manuscript, and some other homilies and fragmentary prose works. Like Anglo-
Saxon poetry, Anglo-Saxon prose was wrecked by the Norman conquest of 1066.The
prose literature of England was silent for more than a hundred years.

1.2.10 Word-Notes

1.

LN

Gaul: Latin Gallila, ancient name of roughly what is now France.

. Welsh: adj. From Wales — the name of the western provinces of Great Britain

and also of the language.

. Runes: Ancient Germanic alphabets, developed in the 2* or 3™ Centuries and

current among all northern tribes of Germany at the time.

Constantinople: Former capital of the Byzantine and Ottoman empires in
Asia Minor.

. Danes: Of the Scandinavians, those from Norway mainly went to Scotland

and Ireland; those from Denmark (the Danes), to England.

Scop: The Anglo-Saxons lived in tribes, each under a chieftain. Every tribe
had its scops or minstrels who made verses as well as recited them. There
was also another class of singers called gleeman who only recited verses
made by the scops. The word scop (Old Norse skop, Old High German,
scoph) means ‘a jest’ and ‘gleeman’ is derived from Anglo-Saxon gleo which
means ‘fun’. So it is believed that the chief function of scops and gleemen
was to provide entertainment to the tribe. They sang verses to the
accompaniment of the harp. The scops are the first poets of English literature.

1.2.11 Suggested Reading List
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Carter, Ronald & Mcrae, John: The Roultiedge History of Literature in English,
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Daiches, David: A Critical History of English Literature, Voi-I, Supernova
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Legows, Emily & Cazamian, Louis: History of English Literature, Macmillan,
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1.2.12 Comprehension Exercises

Essay-type

1.

AN

6.

Give an account of Old English heroic poetry.

2. Indicate the importance of Beowulf to the student of English literature.
Show the range and variety of Anglo-Saxon poetry.

Discuss the characteristics of Anglo-Saxon Religious poetry.

Briefly discuss the characteristics of the language and literature of the Anglo-
Saxons.

Trace the development of Anglo-Saxon prose.

Mid-length questions

1.

R NV

What was the impact of the invasion of the Germanic tribes on Britain?
Discuss characteristics of the Anglo-Saxon lyrics or elegies

What are the literary qualities of Beowulf? Can it be called an epic?.
Assess Alfred’s contribution to English life and literature.

How big a role did the Christian church play in the development of Anglo-
Saxon literature?

Short questions

1
2.
3.

Write a note on The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.

Comment on the note of melancholy in A.S Poetry.

Write notes on |
(a) The Seafarer (b) Deor’s Lament (¢) The Dream of the Rood
(d) Sermo Lupi ad Anglos (e) Catholic Homilies

{f) The Battle of Brunanburh (g) Widsith (h) The Norman Conguest
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1.3.1Language Families
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1.3.4 Summing Up

1.3.5 Comprehension Exercises
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1.3.0 Introduction

This Unit will introduce a brief history of Old English language with its origin
and earliest developments. Through this Unit you will get a glimpse of

o the language families of the world,
¢ the Indo-European language family;
o first settlers that came to the British isle;

e history of the earliest changes taking place in English language.

1.3.1 Language Families

Let us begin with a story. The story is told in the Book of Genesis of the Bible.
Once upon a time there was a king in Babylon called Nimrod. He wanted to create
a tower with a spiral staircase that would reach up to the heaven. The Tower of Babel
thus rose, and it rose so high that the people could actually throw arrows and spears
at God. Jehovah was aghast. So he decided to teach them a lesson. He put different
languages in the mouth of different peoples and confused them. As the people could
no longer communicate with one another, their plan to attack heaven was foiled, and
hence the Tower of Babel could not be completed.

32



NSOU « CC-EG-01 33

What does the story tell us? Once, all the people spoke in the same tongue and
it was God, who created different languages. So, all the languages come from a
single origin. The linguists today do not believe all the languages come from the
same origin. They tell you that all languages evolvefrom some ‘language family’ or
other. There are eighteen such language families which may be called the mothers of
all the languages of the world. For instance, we have the Negrido, Japanese, Chinese,
Korean, Native American, Semitic language families. Indo-European, a languagewhich
is responsible for the birth of many languages that you know of, is one member of
this original group.

One common way of representing the development of languages is to use a
family tree to show the various relationships that exist between them. English becomes
a language of West-Germanic descent, which itself derives from a language called
‘Indo-European’. If we use the ‘family’ metaphor, English is the great-great-grandchild
of the pre-historic Indo-European. The membership in a language family is not genetic
in the biological sense but languages do descend from their mothers and are related
to the other members of the group just as you are related to your family, and bear
close resemblance with your mother, sister, aunt, mece, and others. You may look
like them, think like them, and behave like them Similarly, the languages have
words that are common or similar to one another, for they are either derived or
borrowed from the same source, or they may have similar grammatical practices.

Now, how in the real world can one language give birth to so many other
languages? Historians will tell you that it all happened when many years ago, much
before the birth of Christ, the people living in one place and sharing a common
language started to migrate to other parts of the world. The reason of this migration
could have beenseveral: climate change, food scarcity, adventurous nature of man, or
in later times, political dissension, religious conversions or social crises. Thus they
went to new places, and remember, no placewasever empty, so there would have
been natives in those places, and the newcomers would sometimes engage in war, or
just mingle with them As their lives overlapped, so did their language. Thus language
is transmitted not by means of genes but through culture and social practises.
Sometimes, when two languages mix, one is enriched and the other decays, or
sometimes both the languages change, and a new third one evolves. It is not the
arbitrary choice of fate that decides which language is going to stay and which one
is going to disappear. Such decisions are taken by the historical and economic forces
operating at that moment in that particular place. So, if you are wondering as to why
the study of language is important in the study of literature, remember, the history
of the growth and development of a language will actually show you the growth and
development of that particular culture, and the growth and development of a particular
culture would lead to the growth and development of their literature.
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1.3.2 History of English Language

Now, let us come to the curious history of the English language. Look at the
chart in Platelbelow. It is a simplified family-tree of all the Indo-European languages.
Notice that English comes at the end of the West Germanic or Teutonic Languages,
which come from the Western set of Indo-European languages. The Indo-European
family probably originated around 3000-2000 BCE, in the general region of the
Caspian Sea. Over the centuries the speakers of the proto-Indo-European language
spread as far east as India, as far west as the Americas, as far north as
Northern Russia and as far south as the southern tip of Africa. During their travel
their languages changed continuously and independently, but regularly enough so
that by means of reconstruction techniques the linguists can show the relatedness of
these languages.

Indo-European Family of Languages
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East Germuanie ) North Germanic West Germanic
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kdwmde  Nowgm P Duish Swedsh Gich .
oldmg'hceum Oﬂélaxm OldLuwllruwﬁan Am;ﬁusm
l_'_—l_"l
. Medom English
PLATE 1

Germanic or proto-Germanic is a member of the north-western Indo-European
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group of languages. From their early homeland in the southern parts of Scandinavia,
the speakers ofthe Proto-Germanic migrated in various directions. See Plate 2below:

(595 -$L8) swopesdypy wepreqreg a1 a3V HPPIN AT pIL

Migrations and areas of settlement of Germanic tribes, 4th and Sth cents,

PLATE 2

The linguists have divided this speech community into three parts depending on
the routes of their migration that led to the rise of the different languages. The people
of the East Germanic group are believed to have moved eastwards and southwards
during the first three or four centuries B.C. The most well-known people of this
group were the Goths. Peoples from the North Germanic groups moved to the areas
now known as Denmark, Sweden and Norway and later to Iceland. These people later
came to England as Scandinavians and left an indelible mark on the formation of the
English language. They also left a considerable number of early texts dating from the
second century onwards, carved in ‘runes’ on metal, wooden, bones and other objects.
The runic ‘alphabet’ is generally called the ‘futhark’. Take a look at the following
letters, you may find them interesting:

NP R R <



36 NSOU « CC-EG-01

(The first six letters of the early futhark found on a bracteates from Vadstena in
Sweden. Source: The Oxford History of English by Lynda Mugglestone)

Before the Germanic peoples began their migrations, the West Germani¢ group
seem to have been located in what 15 now Denmark and in the northern and North
Sea coastal territories of modern Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium. These
people were divided into three major tribal groups of which the Invaeones group’s

dialects, spoken along the North Sea, gave rise to the English language.

1.3.3 The Origins and Linguistic History of the English

The Anglo-Saxons

Before going into the details of the nature and extent of the Scandinavian and
French influence on English language, let us first look into the beginnings of English

history and find out who the English are

Celtic was the first Indo-European tongue
spoken in the area known as Great Britain
today. Celtic was once widely diffused over
Europe, it can be divided into three groups:
Gaulish, Britannic and Gaelic. Gaulish was
spoken in France and northern Italy in the time
of Roman Republic, and was spread abroad by
Celtic military expeditions to central Europe
as far as Asia Minor, It died out during early
centuries of Christian era. Britannic was the
branch of Celtic spoken in most of Britain
hefore the Anglo-Saxon invasions. It survived
into modern times in three languages: Cornish,
which is known in texts from the fifteenth
century and died out in the eighteenth century;
Welsh, which has literary texts going back to
the eleventh century; and Breton, which has
literary texts from the fourteenth century.
Breton was taken across toBrittany by refugees
from Britain during the time of the Anglo-
Saxon invasions,

and how they came to settle in England.

The 1sland of what is known as Great
Britain todaywas a part of the Europe
landmass as it was fifty thousand years
ago. There was no English Channel and
the North Sea was not much more than
an enlarged river basin. The earliest
inhabitants were the Paleolithic Men, who
lived in the open, or under rock shelters
and later in caves. Around 5000 B.C,
Neolithic Man came from the southern
lands bordering on the Mediterranean. He
was a bit more advanced than the
Paleolithic Man for he knew how
todomesticate animals, develop
elementary agricultural techniques, and so
on. Traces of these people are still found
in the population of British Isles, but their
language has notsurvived. Around 500
B.C., the Neolithic men were driven out
of the British Isles by the Celtic invaders.
This was also the time of introduction of

bronze in the island and Celtic was the first Indo-European tongue to be spoken in
this area. We have documents about this language. Julius Caesar invaded Britain in
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around 55B.C.The invasion was not a great success. Around 43 B.C. Emperor
Claudius succeeded in colonising the British Isles and Latin was introduced in the
island. Though the relation between the Romans and the Celts was not particularly
a cordial one, yet Latin was spoken, particularly among the educated people for the
first four centuries A.D. Celtic was first spoken only by the rural people, but later
after the Romans soldiers left the island around 410 A.D. to protect their homeland
against the Goths, the position of Latin also declined. The withdrawal of the Roman
army also had other political consequences in England. The Picts and Scots from the
Northern part of the island, who were so long kept out by constant Roman vigilance
now began to raid England. According to legends, since the Romans refused to help,
help was sought from theJutes, and in 449 A D. a variety of Germanic tribes responded
to the invitation of King Vortigern and settled in England. The tribes who settled in
were the Angles, the Saxons and the Jutes—who dwelt on the North Sea coast from
Denmark to Holland.

Modern historians have raised question regarding the veracity of this historical
account. The Anglo-Saxon monk Bede, in his 8" century Latin history of the English
church titled Ecclesiastical History of the English People also wrote about this
migration. Nicholas Rowe, in his book Migration and Mythmaking in Anglo-Saxon
England (1989) identified it as a ‘myth” which had become canonical in Anglo-Saxon
history writing. Whatever the reason of this migration, be it political condition in
England or Germany, or climatic change, or the adventurous nature of the Germanic
tribes, our objective is definitely not to find out why the Anglo-Saxons came but to
register the factsthat:

(1) this migration was the beginning of the recorded history of England;

(2) the Anglo-Saxon settlement of Britain was not an mvasion of an unified
army but rather the arrival and penetration of various uncoordinated bands of
adventurers in different parts of the country, beginning in the middle of the
fifth century and continuing all through the sixth century;

(3) this had a deep impact on the making of the English language, for the Celtic
language almost disappeared and the language of the Anglo-Saxons formed
the basis of Old English.

There is no reason to think that the Celts were all killed or driven out by the
Anglo-Saxons. But they were the defeated ones. So their language lost its
prestige—you will come across a similar incident while reading about the French
invasion of England. However, a few Celtic words still remain, particularly in
place names like, London, Leeds and names of rivers, for instance, Avon, Ouse
(meaning water or stream), Thames (dark river), etc; county names like Devon
and Kent. You may compare the Celtic place names with the Scandinavian place
names that you shall read in the following section.
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The political struggle between the Roman-Celtic and Anglo-Saxon population
was a long one and the latter’s supremacy was established at the end of the sixth
century. By 700 AD., the Anglo-Saxons had occupied most of England (except
Cornwall and areas in the North-West) and also a considerable part of southern
Scotland. Wales remained a Celtic stronghold.

1.3.4 Summing Up

English as a nation does not have a single origin. Several Germanic races from
the North European territories invaded the British isle that gave a multilingual and
diversified cultural identity to the English. The English language also evolved through
different phases of historical development.

1.3.5 Comprehension Exercises

Essay-Type

1. Write a brief note on the Indo-European language family.
Mid-length questions

1. Trace the inflow of the Anglo Saxons to the British isle.
Short questions

1. What do we know about the earliest inhabitants of Britain?
2. Write briefly on the Celts.
3. How did the Anglo-Saxons come to settle in Britain?

1.3.6 Suggested Reading

Baugh, Albert C. & Thomas Cable. A History of the English Langunage. Routledge:
London & New York, 2013.

Bose, P K. 4 Manual of English Philology. Maitra Publishing Concern: Kolkata,
2005.

Jespersen, Otto. Growth and Structure of English Language. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1997

Mclntyre, Dan. History of English: a vesource book for students. Routledge, London
& New York, 2009

Pyles, Thomas & John Algeo. The Origins and Development of the English Language.

-

3" ed. London, New York (etc.) Harcourt Brace Jovanovich College Publishers:
Florida, 1982.
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1.4.0 Introduction

In the previous section you learned about the language families, and part of the
history of the English people and their language. In this Unit you will know how the
Scandinavians influenced the English language further. This Unit will enable you to

e know about the origin of the Germanic languages,

o understand the intervention of the Scandinavians in the developing stage of
the English language;

e trace the development of English vocabulary and grammar of the period.

1.4.1 The Historical Background of the Scandinavian
Influence

Now let us take a look at the maps in Plates 3 and 4 that follow. Can you see
the three nations of the Danes, the Norwegians and Swedes in the map? See they
were staying in close proximity with the Angles and Saxons. If you go back to unit
3 and relate with the chart of Indo-European language families in plate 1, the
connections will be clears. The Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish languages come in
the North Teutonic or Germanic or Norse group of languages. The Scandinavians are

39
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Norsemen who spoke dialects of a North Germanic language known as Norse. Thus
linguistically as well they were quite close to the West Germanic languages from
which Old English emerged at around 700 A.D. You may also remember how the
legend of a Danish king Beowulf has been preserved in English literature more
faithfully than in the Danish literature. With all these we may safely infer the facts:

1) The two races of Anglo-Saxons and Scandinavians were linguistically and
culturally quite close to one another;

2) Therefore, even if they became foes because of the strange consequences of
history, they had every possibility to merge with one another and emerge as
a single race for their differences were few.

This was exactly what happened with the Scandinavian influence.

The Roman Empire in the 3rd cent.

100  Antiquity: Rome, The Soldier Emperors, the Dominate (235-305)

Separate empre of Gaul (260-74)
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‘The Roman Empire in the 3rd cent. The Roman Empire under Diocletian
Plate 3

‘What bread and eggs are to daily fare’: it is
this homely nature of the loans that makes
them different from their French
counterparts.

Plate 4
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128  Early Middle Ages/England (to 1066)

The Anglo-Saxon struggle against the Danes England, ¢. 1066
and Norwegians in the 9th cent.

PLATE 5

In the Old English period the
Anglo-Saxons and Danes were two
peaceful nations. For centuries the
Scandinavians had remained The
Vikings from modern-day Norway
and Denmark began to raid parts of
Britain from the late 8th century. In
865 B.C., a major invasion was
launched by what the Anglo-Saxons
called the Great Heathen Army
which eventually brought large parts
of Northern and Eastern England
under Scandinavian control. The
Danes suddenly started to come in
small troops (much in the same
fashion the  Anglo-Saxons
themselves had come 400 years ago
to the island). They looted what they
could lay their hands on and left.
But by the ninth century the
intermittent attacks changed into
systematic campaigns of armies
who aimed to settle in the land they
had conquered. Battles were fought
with various success but on the
whole the Scandinavians seemed to
be a stronger race; and by the treaty
of Wedmore, in 878, King Alfred
wasforced toleave more than half
of what we now call England—all
Northumbria, all East Anglia, and
one half of central England, to
make out the district called the
Danelaw to Guthrum,

the Danish chief. (See Plate 5) Thus the political change initiated a social change
which paved the way to a wider linguistic change that restructured the English language.
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DANELAW: As recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, it is a historical name given
to the parts of England in which the laws of the Danes held sway. (Image: The Five
Boroughs of the Danelaw) It co-existed with the West-Saxon and Mercian law but
dominated these latter laws, It is a set of legal terms and definitions created in the
treaties between the King of Wessex, Alfred the Great and the Danish warlord, Guthrum
like the 886 Treaty of Alfred and Guthrum. Clash of civilizations resulted in the clash
of cultures and languages and resulted in the emergence of Anglo-Norse dialects.

1.4.2: Nature of the Scandinavian Loans

The Scandinavian loans are marked for their
simplicity and democratic nature. Both the | When speakers imitate a
languages, i.e., Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian, | word from a foreign language

descended from the same stock so their vocabulary | and at least partly adapt
it in sound or grammar to

their native speechways, the
process is known as

was shared. The Scandinavians were by no means
superior to the English, though not actually inferior,
S0 tl?e English actually felt no urge to borrow any borrowing, and the word
particular set of words from them. As a result of .

. . , thus borrowed is the
which a huge number of words like man, wife, | { GANWORD
father, mother, wise, well, ill, egg, over, under,
come, sitare identical in two languages.

Most of the Scandinavian loanwords in Old English do not actually occur in
written records until the Middle English Period, though undoubtedly they were current
long before the beginning of that period. Practically all of the extant documents of
the late Old English period come from the south of England, especially from Wessex.
It s likely that Scandinavian words were recorded in non-extant documents written
in that part of the country to which Alfred the Great by force of arms and diplomacy
had persuaded the Scandinavians to confine themselves — the Danelaw, comprising
all of Northumbria and East Anglia and half of Mercia.

In the later part of the eleventh century the Scandinavians became gradually
assimilated to English ways, though Scandinavian words had been in the meanwhile
introduced into English. Many Scandinavian words closely resembled their English
cognates, sometimes, indeed, they were so nearly identical that it would be impossible
to tell whether a given word was Scandinavian or English.
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Sometimes, however, if the meanings of obviously related words differed, semantic
contamination might result, as when Old English dream ‘joy’ acquired the meaning
of the related Scandinavian ‘draums’ ‘vision in sleep’. Otto Jespersen cites bread
‘fragment’, bloma‘lump of metal’, and poetic eorl*warrior, noble’ (ModEbread, bloom
‘flower’, earl). The last of these words acquired the meaning of the related
Scandinavian jarl ‘undertaking, governor.” Similarly, the later meanings of dwell (OE
dwellan, dwelian), holm ‘islet’ (same form in Old English), and plow (OE ploh —
dash above o) coincide precisely with the Scandinavian meanings, though in Old
English these words meant, respectively, ‘to lead astray, hinder,” ‘ocean,’ and ‘measure
of land.’

Late Old English and early Middle English loans from Scandinavian were made
to conform wholly or in part with the English sound and inflectional system. These
include (in modern form) by ‘town’, homestead, car/ ‘man’ {cognate with OE ceor/,
the source of churl), fellow, hit (first ‘meet with,” later ‘strike’) law, rag, sly, swain,
take (completely displacing nim, from OE niman), thrall, and want. The Scandinavian
provenience of sister is the ON systir; OE sweostor).

A good many words with [sk] are of Scandinavian origin, for, as we have seen,
early Old English [sk], written sc, came to be pronounced as sc. Such words as
scathe, scorch, score, scot 'tax’ {(as in scot-free), scowl, scrape, scrub, skill, skin,
skirt (compare native shirt), and sky thus show by their initial sequence that they
entered the language after this change had ceased to be operative. All have been
taken from Scandinavian.

Similarly the [g] and [k] before front vowels, in gear, geld, gill (of a fish), kick,
kilt, and kindle point to Scandinavian origins. The very common verbs get and give
come to us not from Old English gitanand gifan, which began with [y], but instead
from cognate Scandinavian forms in which the palatalization of [g] in the
neighbourhood of front vowels did not occur. Native forms of these with [y-] occur
throughout the Middle English period side by side with the Scandinavian forms
with [g-], which were ultimately to supplant them. Chaucer consistently used yive
and yeve.

As a rule the Scandinavian loans involve little more than the substitution of one
word for another (such as window, from vindauga, literally ‘wind-eye’, replacing
eyethurl, literally ‘eyehole’, from OE eaythyri, the acquisition of new words for new
concepts (such as certain Scandinavian legal terms) or new things (such as words for
various kinds of warships with which the Scandinavians made the English acquainted),
or the more or less sporadic and invariably slight modification in the form of an
English word due to the Scandinavian influence (like sister).
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Scandinavian Loanwords in Modern English

A number of Scandinavian words have entered English during the modern period.
The best known of them are muggy, rug, scud, and ski, thelast of these dating from
the latter years of the mineteenth century. Skoal (Danish skaal) has had a recent
alcoholic vogue. It is surprising to learn that it first appears in English as early as
1600, though its early use seems to have been confined to Scotland. The OED
reasonably suggests that it may have been introduced through the visit of James VI
of Scotland (afterwards James I of England) to Denmark, whither he journeyed in
1589 to meet his bride. Geyser (1763), rune (1685), saga (1709) and skald (1763)
are all from Icelandic.

The importance of the Scandinavian loanwords is their usefulness in everyday
life. It has proved to be the most lucrative foreign source of simple and even
monosyllabic words. They are domestic and democratic in nature, in sharp contrast
to the fashionable and aristocratic nature of the French loanwords. The Scandinavian
words are mostly monosyllabic and homely. They constitute an essential part of the
English vocabulary necessary to everyday use.

For the sake of clarity we shall read the Scandinavian influence on the English
language under two categories: its influence on English vocabulary and on English
grammar and syntax.

1.4.3 Influence on English Vocabulary

The influence of a foreign language on the vocabulary is measured through the
influx of the loan words from the foreign source into the native language. The
Scandinavian loans can be briefly viewed in the following manner:

Certain names of places ending in

‘—by’ for village, farm (e.g. Quarmby, Whitby)

‘—thorp’for farm, hamlet (e g Grimesthorpe)

‘—beck’ for stream (e g Caldbeck, Sandbeck)

‘—nigg’ for ridge (e.g.Haverigg)

‘—thwaite’ for meadow, clearing (e g Slaithwaite, Braithwaite)

‘—carr” for brushwood, marsh {e.g. Redcar)

All these suffixes primarily mean village or hamlet. Such suffixes still survive
in place names like Lowestoft(*—toft’) and Withersiack (*—slack’). More than 1400
of such names have been counted and they are found more in number in places like

Norfolk, Suffolk, Lincolnshire, Yorkshire, et¢, where the Scandinavians settled down
in greater number.
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o Scandinavian proper names are also found in great number in these areas.
Names ending in ‘—son’, like Stevenson, Johnson, Gibson, Thomson are
Scandinavian in origin for the traditional English patronymic (name derived
from father or ancestor) was ‘—ing’ as in Browning,

e As invaders and subsequent rulers the Scandinavians tried to impose rules of
their own and therefore there was a huge influx of war terms and legal terms.
They modified the legal ideas of the Anglo-Saxons and introduced manylaw-
terms including words like:

low (coming from Old Danish word logh)

by-law (by originally meant ‘town’ or ‘village’ in Danish)
thriding (‘third part’)

cariman (*man’)

niding (read & as ‘th’ in ‘then’; criminal)

bunda (peasant)

e The war terms, mostly related to war and navy, include: orrest (war), fylcian
(to collect, marshal), lip (read ‘p’ as ‘th’ in ‘thought’; fleet), barda, cnear
(different types of warships), ha (rowlock), etc. But subsequently all these
war terms and law terms disappeared when the next rulers, the Normans
came to England and set up their own system of administration and warfare.
However, words like law remained in the language.

e Apart from these war and legal terms a few more interesting words were
borrowed, like window from vindauga (‘wind-eye’), steak from Old Norse
steik, knives from Scandinavian knif and others.

Loan words are supposed to play an important role in understanding the cultural standard
of the foreign and the recipient culture. In this case, the loan word test seems to tell us that
the cultural standards of both the races were almost the same; so the English felt no urgent
need to borrow any particular type of words from the Scandinavians. The Scandinavian
knives must have been really good, for the word was introduced into the French language
as well, as canif. Otherwise, the two races, as we have already discussed, were quite similar
to one another and had no new ideas to convey to one another, rather they borrowed

everyday words and family terms, which we shall discuss in the following section.

e Some architectural and scriptural words have entered into English through
the Scandinavian influence like ‘window’ and ‘eyehole’.
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The consequences of borrowing

o Where the words in two languages coincided more or less in form and
meaning, both were retained in the modern form—burn, drag, gang, scrape,
thick, etc.

o Where there were differences of form the English word often survived. For
instance, English words as bench, goat, heathen, yarn, few, grey, loath, leap
have corresponding Scandinavian words, which are often found in Middle
English literature and in some cases still exist in dialects.

o In other cases, the Scandinavian word replaced the native word, often after
the two had long remained in use concurrently. For instance, Scandinavian
awe and its cognate aye (OE), English ey and Scandinavian egg, Scandinavian
syster {modern spelling sister) and OE Sweosfer both exist in medieval
literature. You can see that only the Scandinavian words are retained in
modern usage.

e Occasionally, both the English and Scandinavian words are retained as
doublets: no—nay, from—fro, shriek—screak, whole—hale, shirt—skirt, and
SO on.

¢ Both the words may also be retained but with a slight change of meaning,
thus dream in OE meant joy, but in ME the modern meaning of the word was
taken from the Old Norse draumr; similar cases are bread (OE meaning was
‘fragment’), bloom (in OE it meant ‘mass of metal’), and so on.

e Some instances could be found where the Scandinavian word reintroduced a
long forgotten native word back into the main course of the language, /ike
till dale, blend, run, rim, and so on.

1.4.4 Influence on English Grammar and Syntax

If you compare the influence of the loan words with that of the Scandinavian
grammar you would find that the latter plays a more decisive role in shaping the
English language to its modern form.

o The main reason behind this is that the Scandinavian language simplified the
inflexional endings of the Old English tongue and made it look more like the
modern language. The English and the Scandinavian languages differed chiefly
in their inflexional elements and these endings were the main obstacle to
mutual understanding. In the mixed population of the Danelaw these endings
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might have caused serious confusion which led to their gradual disappearance.
Jespersen speculates that the tempo of this simplification increased as the
settlers wanted more to be understood than be correct in their knowledge of
the language.

e Certain pronominal forms like they, them, their, and adverbial forms lke
thence, hence, whence, the present tense plural form are of the verb ‘to be’,
and the prepositions like #// and fro came into use in Old English due to the
Scandinavian influence.

e A certain number of inflexional elements peculiar to the Northumbrian
dialect of Old English have been attributed to Scandinavian influence, for
example the ‘—s’ending of verbs in the present tense form of the third
person singular. Again, participial ending like ‘—and’, ‘—end’, ‘—ind’,

LA bl

were all replaced by the Scandinavian ‘—ing’.

[ [

e With regard to the syntax nothing much is known because the absence of
early texts in Scandinavia or North England makes it impossible for us to
state anything very definite. However, by looking at loans we can conclude
that the intimate fusion of the two languages must certainly have influenced
their syntactical relations. For instance, relative clauses without any pronouns
are relatively rare in OE, but they become increasingly common in ME due
to Scandinavian influence. Thus ‘the man whom I know’ becomes ‘the man
I know’.

e One of the most reliable changes in the language took place in sound,
particularly in the development of the sound ‘sk’. In OE this was early
palatalized to ‘sh’, except possibly in the combination of ‘scr’, whereas in
Scandinavian countries it retained the hard ‘sk’ sound. Consequently, while
native words like ship, shall, fish, have ‘sh’ in Modern English, words
borrowed from Scandinavians are still pronounced with the ‘sk’ sound: sky,
skull, skin, scrape, skill, bask, whisk, and so on. The OE scyrfe has become
shirt, while the corresponding Old Norse form skyrta gives us skirt. In the
same way the retention of the hard ‘k’ or ‘g’ in such words like kid, get, gild,
egg indicate their Scandinavian origin.

1.4.5 Summing Up

Scandinavians came from the same Germanic stock as the Anglo-Saxons. They
shared cultural and linguistic similarity with one another Thus, the Scandinavian loan
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words are democratic and simple in nature. Mostly common, simple and everyday
words were borrowed.The influence on grammar and syntax is quite significant because
the inflexional endings were discarded which brought the language closer to the
form it has today. The Scandinavians also influenced phonetic changes in the English
language.

1.4.6 Comprehension Exercises

Essay-Type

1.

2.

LN

4

Assess the range and extent of the Scandinavian influence on the English
language.

Show how, from the nature and extent of the French borrowings, we can get
an idea of the social relationship of the Normans and the Saxons.

. The philologist Otto Jespersen has called English loan words ‘some of the

milestones of general history” Show how, Scandinavian and French loan
words can help us reconstruct the early history of England.

How did the Scandinavian and French influences contribute to the development
of modern English from Old English?

Mid-length questions

1
2.

Discuss the nature of the Scandinavian loan words.

What is the recognition between the Old English and borrowed words of
Scandinavian origin?

. In what way did the Scandinavians contribute to the simplification of the Old

English grammatical system?

Show how the English nation was formed from the intermingling of different
kinds of people.

Short questions

1.

LN

wooe

What was the effect of the Roman occupation on Britain? What was the
runic alphabet?

. Does English retain traces of the Celts and the Romans?

How did the Scandinavians mingle with the Anglo-Saxons?
What are the pronouns that had been introduced in OE from Scandinavian?

Write short philological notes on: law, get, sky, sister, shirt, skirt, egg, bread,
Rugby, Althorp.
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Unit-5 O The Latin Influence on English
Language

Structure

1.5.0 Introduction

1.5.1 Latin Loans of the Zero Period

1.5.2 Latin through Celtic Transmission

1.5.3 Latin Loans of the Second Period

1.5.4 Latin Loans of the Third Period

1.5.5 Latin Loans of the Fourth Period

1.5.6 Latin Influence on English Grammar and Syntax
1.5.7 Summing up

1.5.8 Comprehension Exercises

1.5.0 Introduction

By this time you have learnt a little about the nature of the Scandinavian influence
on the English language in its formative stages. You must have noticed that
Scandinavian exerted its influence during a particular period of time in the history
of English language. After that particular period by which the foreign language had
well entered into the native tongue, it died. For instance, the death of the Norse or
the language that the Scandinavians spoke must have occurred in the 11" century,
similarly, as you will learn later, the death of French as the mother tongue of aristocracy
took place in the 12% century. Since Latin never enjoyed the status of the mother
tongue of any particular community settled in England, it never faced the threat
of death.

Thus, the Latin influence is not limited to any one of the particular literary
periods, i.e., Old English, Middle English or Modern English. The extent of borrowing
increased or decreased depending on the other historical and political factors that
influenced the nation’s language habit, but it never actually died out. The Latin loans
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started to trickle in from the very beginning when the Anglo-Saxons had not yet left
their continental homes and continued well into the period of Renaissance and even
after that. This is the most salient feature of the Latin influence.

In this unit you will learn:
o Latin loans of different periods
o Changing nature of the Latin loans

e The influence of Latin on English grammar and syntax

At the beginning, Latin was the language of the Christian religion, later it became
the language of the learned or erudite. For the sake of clarity we shall study the loans
according to their period of incubation in the English language and try to see their
changing pattern over the centuries. Following this principle we shall divide the loans
into five groups: Latin loans of the zero period, Latin loans through Celtic transmission,
Latin borrowings as a consequence of Christiamzation of Britain, Latin of the Middle
English(ME) period and Latin loans of the Modern period.

1.5.1 Latin of the Zero Period or Continental Borrowing

The first Latin words to find their way into the language owe their adoption to
the early contact between the Romans and the Germanic tribes on the continent. The
Germanic tribes were located on the northern frontier of the Roman state along the
Rhine and the Danube. Close to the border was Treves, in the third and fourth
centuries it was the most flourishing city in Gaul, having churches, military roads,
and the luxury and splendour of the Roman civilisation. The two races came into
contact chiefly because of the military exploits and business relations, particularly the
wine trade. The main feature of the words of this group of loans is their simplicity,
which was due to the low status of civilization of the Teutons or Germans For
instance, look at the following list:

Words are all related to warfare: camp ( battle), segn (banner), mil (mile),
straet (street), etc. Words related to trade: ceap ( cheap), mangian (to trade), mynet
(coin), etc.

Words related to wine trade: win (wine), flasc e (flask), cyile (leather bottle),
sester (jar), eced ( vinegar), etc.
Architectural words: cealc (chalk), copor (copper), pic (pitch), tigele (tile), etc.

Household articles: cyrel (kettle), mese (table), teped (carpet), pvie ( pillow),
cycene (kitchen), cuppe (cup), disc (dish) line (rope), etc.
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Food: ciese (cheese), spelt (wheat), pipor (pepper), popig (poppy), butere (butter),
etc.

Miscellaneous: plume (plum), pise (peas), pawa (peacock), sicor (safe), casere
(emperor), etc.

None of the above borrowings speaks of any kind of special technical knowledge
or show any penchant for learning. These are common everyday words, and they are
mostly transmitted orally. Thus, many have changed in their pronunciation and spellings
and there is no pattern visible in this change.

1.5.2 Latin of the First Period or Latin through Celtic
Transmission

You have already learnt about the Celts and you must remember that they were the
original inhabitants of the island now known as England and for a long time in history
they were colonized by the Romans—from 43A D., when Emperor Claudius sent his
troops, to 449 A D, when the Anglo-Saxon invasion began. It is probable that Latin as
a spoken language may not have survived after the Romans left but the Celts had already
learnt a few Latin words and those remained in their language. Thus when the Angles,
Saxons and Jutes—the Germanic tribes— came, they must have learnt these words
from the Celts. A.C. Baugh speaks of 600 such entries. We may learn a few as examples:
chester (it comes from the Celtic word ceaster, which in turn ¢omes from the Latin
word castra that means camp or Old English town or enclosed community; this word
proved useful in making place names, some of which still survive like, Dorchester,
Manchester, Gloucester, Winchester, Worcester, Lancaster, etc), and other words like,
port (harbour, gate or town; L. portus), munt (mountain, L. Mons montem), torr (tower,
L. turris), Celtic wic (village; L. vicus), etc.

1.5.3 Latin of the Second Period or the Christianisation of
Britain

The greatest influence of Latin on Old English was occasioned by the advent of
Christianity into Britain in 597 A.D. Latin was seen as the language of the Christian
religion and later of a higher culture. Till the end of the Old English period, ie.,
1066, this phase of borrowing continued, leading not only to the introduction of new
words but also the introduction of new concepts. Linguists have divided these
borrowings into two groups depending on their chronology and also characteristics.
The words that were borrowed before the Benedictine reform (the incident which 1s
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seen as the watershed mark in English religious history) are mostly related to the
Church and its services, its physical fabric and its ministers. For example: abbot,
alms, altar, anthem, ark, chalice, disciple, epistle, hymn, litany, martyr, manna,
psalm, priest, shrine, relic, rule, temple, tunic, and so on. The church also had a great
influence on the everyday domestic life of the people. This is seen in the adoption
of words related to clothing, food items, such as, cap, sock, silk, beet, lentil, millet,
pear. A number of words related to education shows another aspect of the church’s
influence, for example, school, master, verse, etc. Old English borrowed Latin  verbs
too, such as aspendan (to spend; L. expendere), temprian (to temper;L temperare).

The influence of Latin upon the English language rose and fell with the fortunes
of the church and the state of learning so intimately connected with it. As a result
of the Benedictine reform and renewed literary activity a new series of Latin words
found its way in the language. These words were different from the early loans as
they were less popular and had a more philosophical and learned nature. For instance,
the list includes words hike: apostle, cell, cloister, collect (noun) creed, dirge, font,
idol, nocturn, prime, prophet, Sabbath, synagogue, etc. A great number of plant and
tree names are also recorded in this period, such as: coriander, cucumber, ginger,
cedar, cypress, fig, laurel, etc.

1.5.4 Latin of the Third period or Latin Borrowings in
Middle English

o In the Middle English period, French was You must have already
the dominating cultural and technical noticed that from the Middle
source for the new words. Hence, the
extent of Latin borrowing is difficult to
determine. Some of the Latin words came
to English via French. But a number of
words were directly borrowed from Latin
into Middle English The Latin borrowings
differed from their French counterparts in
being less popular and in gaining
admission chiefly through the written
language. But since the churchmen used
Latin as a spoken language some words
may have directly passed into spoken
English. The words were miscellaneous .
We may, however, refer to some technical,

English period or even,
earlier Latin gradually
ceased to be seen merely as a
language associated with the
Christian religious belief, It
had actually become a
language of learning or
erudition and the words
borrowed have become more
and more secular in nature.
Moreover, the Latin of the
zero period and the first
period was borrowed chiefly
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legal, scientific and ecclesiastical terms:
abject, adjacent, allegory, history,
homicide, contempt, custody, distract,
frustrate, incarnate, include, legal,
lucrative, minor, magnify, nervous, notary,
ornate, lucrative, polite, popular, prevent,
private, project, quiet, rational, reject,
script, secular, solar, solitary, summary,
testify, innumerable, zenith, zephyr, and
so on. Since several words had endings
like —able, -ent, -al, -ive etc. these endings
became familiar in English, and are still
used to form English derivatives. A
number of them have been anglicized by

through the oral medium.
From the third period
onwards the borrowing has
been mainly through the
written language. The best
example must be the Latin
borrowings of the Modern
English period. Both Francis
Bacon and Isaac Newton
wrote some of their famous
books in Latin. It thus turned
out that in the modern
period, which witnessed the

expansion of philosophy and
science, scholars would
always borrow new words
from this foreign language.

adding native endings. Latin suffixes such
as ‘—ate’ (from ‘—atus’), ‘—i¢’ (from
‘—icus’) and © —al’ (from ‘—alis’), have
become part of the English language as in
educate, elastic, abysmal.

1.5.5 Latin of the Fourth Period or Latin Borrowings in
Modern English

[From Early Modern to Contemporary English]

Linguists have considered the period from Henry the Eighth’s reign onwards to
be the Modern English period. At the beginning of this period due to the phenomenon
generally referred to as the Renaissance, a revival of interest in the classics resulted
in a large influx of Latin words. C.L. Barber says, ‘Latin loans in Old and Middle
English are a mere trickle, but in early Modern English the trickle becomes a river,
and by 1600 it is a deluge. The custom of borrowing directly from Latin or going
to Latin sources to form new words for new concepts continues in English. We shall
take a look at these borrowings in this section:

e Some words are taken over bodily in their Latin form with their Latin spelling,
like, genius, species, cerebellum, militia, apparatus, focus, torpor, squalor,
tedium, lens, etc. In some cases, however, the original Latin meaning of the
words 1s not retained. For instance, /ens meant lentil, and it was applied to
optical glass because a double convex lens looks like a lentil seed.
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o Borrowing also took place in some specific fields. For example, there are
some scientific words like egwilibrium, momentum, vacwum, some
mathematical terms like radius, calculus, area, series, some legal terms hke
affidavit, alias, caveat, nouns like relaxation, relegation; adjectives like
offensive, relevant, verbs like investigate, imbue, and everyday words like
album, circus, miser, etc.

In some cases the loans were given a more anglicized form. For example,
Latin desparatus becomes English desperate—here the ending has changed.

The ending may be omitted like

e The Latin words are in many
ways influenced by the French
words because English had
borrowed words both directly
from Latin and also via French
loans. Remember, many French
words are derived from Latin,
This peculiar incident of

complexus becoming complex.

The simultaneous borrowing of words
from both French and Latin sources
has given rise to synonyms at three
levels, where the first is native, second
French and the third one is Latin.
Their degree vary from being popular,
literary and learned, for instance:

borrowing through another
language had led to many
interesting developments. For
instance, Latin ending ‘—itas’
becomes English ‘—ity’ (as in
immaturity), Latin ‘—entia’ and
‘—antia’, may become ‘—ance’,

rise—mount—ascend, ask—question—
interrogate, goodness—virtue—probity,
Sfast—firm

—secure, fire—flame—conflagration,
fear—terror—irepidation, holy—sacred
—-consecrated, time—age—epoch.

or ‘—ancy’ (as in transcendence,

delinquency, relevancy), etc. In some cases English had retained the French
pronunciation of the Latin words but corrected the spelling after coming
across the original Latin word. For example, perfect was first borrowed as
perfet, from the French word perfait which was borrowed from the original
Latin perfectus. When the English came across the Latin form they introduced
the ‘¢’. Similarly ‘¢’ was introduced in Modern English verdict (ME
verdit<French verdit<Latin uredictum), ‘b’ was added to debt (ME
dette<French dette<Latin debitum), ‘p’ was added to receipt (ME from Anglo-
Norman receite<Latin receptum), etc.

More than 10,000 Latin words were borrowed through the written language,
many through the writings of Thomas More and William Shakespeare. For
instance words like accepiance, denunciation, compatible, dissipate,
comprehensible, combustible, implacable, found its way into the English
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language through the works of More just as antipathy, allurement, emphasis,
ennilate, hereditary owe their introduction to Shakespeare. Remember the
list is by no means an exhaustive one.

Jespersen has argued that this excessive borrowing from the Latin loans was
due to the ‘mental laziness’ of the English people who found it more
convenient to borrow the foreign word rather than look for their own native
resources. So in spite of the presence of native adjectives, Latin adjectives
were borrowed. However, every word develops its own shade of meaning as
time passes by and now the overwhelming presence of similar adjectives has
added to the richness and variety of the English tongue. For example, look
at the adjectives like watery and aquatic. Both are adjective forms of water,
first formed from native sources by adding ‘—y’, the second borrowed from
Latin. Today they have very different usages. One may have ‘watery eyes’,
but ‘aquatic amimals’ are more common. Similar cases can be seen in the
following list where the first word is native and the second Latin—fatheriy:
paternal, motherly: maternal, heavenly. celestial, daily. diurnal, bloody:
sanguinary, kingly. royal, etc. Some native words have only corresponding
foreign adjectives, for example—mouth: oral, ox. bovine, nose: nasal, eye:
ocular, mind. mental, school. scholastic, book. literary, house: domestic,
town. urban, letter: epistolary, etc.

The extensive borrowing of Latin words has given rise to a manner of writing
known as Johnsonese. The term owes its origin in the style adopted by Dr
Samuel Johnson. He was such an avid follower of Latin expressions and
syntax that his prose was verbose and full of expressions which common
readers without a classical education may find it a bit too difficult to
understand. A number of 18" century writers wrote in this style . We give
below some examples you may find interesting:

Instead of saying ‘a great crowd came to see’, you find ‘a vast concourse was

assembled to witness’, instead of ‘the great fire spread’ ‘the disastrous conflagration
extended its devastating career’ and the simple ‘to be starved to death’ became ‘to
sink from inanition to non-entity’.

1.5.6 Latin influence on English Grammar and Syntax

Latin influenced English not only in vocabulary but also in grammar and syntax.

For a long time European students were compulsorily taught Latin grammar at school.
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On account of this Latinate construction of English sentences was considered the
correct form. It was considered wrong to say in English ‘It is me’even though it is
a very common English usage. But in Latin the ‘be’ verb must always take the
nominative after it instead of the accusative one. Therefore students were taught that
the correct form was ‘It is I’. The absolute participle, as in ‘this being the case’ came
into English in imitation of Latin construction. Owing to this influence words like
who and which became more popular as relative pronouns instead of that, which is
their old native counterpart. Milton’s grand style is in many ways a result of the
borrowing of the Latin syntax. So pervasive was the imposition of Latin that John
Dryden, in the late 17" century, wrote ‘the age I live in” (normal English syntax)
in the first edition of his Essay on Dramatic Poesy, But in the next edition he
changed it to ‘the age in which I live”( according to rules of Latin syntax} Thus, C.
L. Wren writes: ‘English i1s a Germanic language, belonging therefore to a different
group of the Indo-European family from Latin: yet the ghost of the Latinate tradition
still haunts our classes.’

1.5.7 Summing Up

e Latin influence is continuous, holistic and highly literary in nature. The
words borrowed, chiefly in the early period, were mostly religious in nature
because of association of the language with Christianity, whereas, those
borrowed in the modern period are extremely erudite in character.

e A free and uncontrolled Latin borrowing has got both pros and cons. On the
positive side, it gave rise to a number of synonyms by virtue of which the
English language has been endowed with variety. You can repeat the same
thought without rewriting the same words and express different and subtle
shades of meaning. For example, the Latin derivative legible means ‘hat can
be read’, the native readable means ‘worth reading . Moreover, so much of
borrowing made the English mentally lazy.

1.5.8 Comprehension Exercises

Essay-type questions
1. Discuss the phases of Latin borrowing before the Renaissance.

2. Assess the extent and nature of Latin borrowings in Modern English.
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3. According to linguists like Otto Jespersen, the extensive borrowings from
Latin have been both good and bad for the English language . Would you
agree or disagree? Give reasons for your answer.

4. Briefly survey the different phases of Latin loans in English and show how
the Latin influence spans everyday life as well as scholarly learning.
Mid-length questions
1. Discuss the effect of the Latin influence on English grammar and syntax.

2. Show how the Christiamsation of Britain led to the spread of the Latin
influence on the English language.

3. Discuss the nature of the Latin influence on English during and after the
Renaissance.
Short questions
1. What i1s ‘Johnsonese’? Discuss with examples.

2. Why does English have a large number of synonyms? Are they good or bad
for the language?

LN

Show how a number of English spellings were modified by the Latin influence.

4. Why do modern grammarians say that it is not necessary for English to
follow the rules of Latin grammar?
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1.6.0 Introduction

In this unit we are going to look at the Middle English period, specifically from
1066 AD to 1400 AD. However, we will also study a bit of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries and try to understand the important literary activities of the times. This unit
will cover a historical background of the age, the influence of Norman Conquest on
the English language, Middle English Poetry, Middle English Prose and Middle
English Drama. You will definitely notice in course of your reading how different the
literature of this period is from the earlier Old English period and its Anglo Saxon
Literature. We hope you will be able to relate the “why’ and the ‘what’ of this
transition, as you read on. Do keep in mind right from the beginnings of your
systematic study of literature that it is always integrally related with the life and times
of which it is necessarily a product.

1.6.1 Background

This period witnessed several developments in the history of England — the
establishment of the Norman dynasty; the internal conflicts among king, nobles,
clergymen and common people; and several wars both at home and abroad. From the
literary point of view far more significant were the general movements of the times:
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the rise of religious orders; their initial enthusiasm and eventual decline; the growth
of the spirit of chivalry and romance; sympathy for women and the poor; the Crusades
and the increase in the European outlook which would ultimately lead to the rebirth
of the intellect, better known as the Renaissance. All these hinted at the growth of
intelligence that was palpable in the literature of the Middle English Period.

1.6.2 The Norman Conquest and the English Language

The Norman Congquest refers to the invasion and conquest of England by William,
Duke of Normandy in the year 1066 A D. The last Saxon king, Edward the Confessor
died without an heir and Duke William laid claim to the throne of Wessex on the
basis of a promise once made to him by King Edward. Edward had been succeeded
by his kinsman Harold II who rejected  his claim. William crossed the Channel and
in the Battle of Hastings Harold and the Saxons were defeated William became
England’s king and for a long period that followed, the kings of England were also,
simultaneously, Dukes of Normandy. This political situation very naturally made for
closer connections between England and the mainland of Europe, especially, because
Normandy, (now a province of France) lay in the north of France and shared a close
border with England. A look at Plate 6 in Module 3 Unit 1 will give you an idea of
the route that the Normans traversed to reach England.

The Norman Conquest of England in 1066 is considered to be one of the landmarks
in the history of England. It imposed a French-speaking ruling class on England.
French retained its position of being the regular language of the aristocrats for more
than two and a half centuries after the Conquest. As a result Norman-French developed
as the literary language of the highest social classes. Later when English ousted
French as the language of the literature of England, it was a language changed in
many ways — it had enriched itself with French vocabulary and had lost Anglo-Saxon
inflections, though it had not wholly lost connection with its Anglo-Saxon tradition.

With the Norman Conquest, the heroic age with its heroic ideals was bidden
adieu. There was the emergence of a new Europe. By the beginning of the twelfth
century, a Christian civilization was established in this new Europe. Thus came in a
stable culture with its own norms of politeness both in life and literature. With the
passing away of the heroic age, new kinds of courtly sophistication prevailed over the
heroic ideals. With the Norman Conquest, England came into contact with continental
civilization, particularly French culture. As a result English literature acquired polish,
new ease and skill. Also there were significant changes in pronunciation and word
structure. Any reader of English literature of this period can note a number of different
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Middle Enghsh dialects. Afier the Conquest, Wessex lost its political and cultural
importance and its dialect, West Saxon, that had earlier been the most important
literary language, lost its position. Since French became the language of the aristocracy,
writers in English used the language of their own region and this led to the emergence
of diverse dialects as written language. When French started to recede from the
limelight, English gradually started to become popular and a new standard form of
literary English began to evolve. By the end of the Middle English period, the dialect
of London became the most influential English dialect. This dialect was basically a
Southern dialect in origin. However, by the time of Chaucer it had become East
Midland in character. As a result modern English derived from the East Midland
dialect which had become the standard literary language. (For details of the changes
in English language, please refer to Module 3 Unit 1 in this paper).

1.6.3 Middle English Poetry

Since the poetic output of this period is both remarkably different from the
previous, and because it is diverse in nature, an entire Unit (Module 2 Unit 7)
has been devoted to the genre. Learners are advised to read the two Units
together.

1.6.4 Middle English Prose

The sermons, translations and several didactic works which are essential parts of
Middle English prose, though of little literary interest, are quite important for the
philologists and the historians. The earliest writings of this category after the Norman
Conquest are those titled as the Katherine Group. These include the lives of three
saints, Katherine, Margaret and Juliana, a treatise discussing the advantages of virginity
and the disadvantages of marriage, a homily where Wit (the informed master) is in
conflict with Will (the foolish mistress) over the control of the Soul. The prose style
is alliterative with a rhythmic effect. The writings are addressed to women, like
Ancrene Riwle which is a manual of instruction for three young girls who are would-
be-anchoresses. It is a prose work written probably about 1200 and is rich in didactic
and devotional material. It is also a very realistic historical document describing
matters of daily life. The prose style is made interesting by the use of proverbs,
anecdotes and character sketches. Walter Hilton’s prose work The Scale of Perfection
is another significant document of English prose style. It debates the claims of active
and contemplative life. Michael of Northgate’s Ayenbite of Inwyt (Prick of Conscience)
is a translation of a thirteenth century didactic work. The translation is marked by
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dullness and inaccuracy. However, from the linguistic point of view, it is significant
as the author’s own autograph copy 1s preserved. It is also considered to be a seminal
text in the South-eastern, particularly Kentish dialect.

John Wyclif, another important prose writer of the Middle English period, was
an active controversialist, politician, philosopher and reformer, He attacked certain
important practices of the Church and issued a large number of pamphlets dealing
with the social injustices of the time. He wrote many Latin books to support his
revolutionary opinions. He is famous for the first complete translation of the Bible
in English. Though the entire translation was not done by Wyclif himself, it was done
under his inspiration and influence. Nicholas of Hereford is thought to have translated
part of the earlier of the two versions (completed between 1382 and 1384) and John
Purvey the later (completed soon after 1388). The translation is from the Latin text
of the Vulgate and does not possess much grace or life. However, it has a simplicity
and pointedness that makes it appealing to the readers.

John Mandeville’s best-known book is The Travels of Sir John Mandeville. 1t 1s
a translation from a French work written between 1357 and 1371. The French work
was translated into various languages, including English. The English version has a
preface which introduces the author as Sir John Mandeville. Recently the existence
of an actual Mandeville has been denied and the real author is considered to be Jehan
de Bourgogne who died in 1372 Travels is now regarded as a compilation from
several popular books based on voyages, including those of Friar Odoric and Marco
Polo. The book includes incredible details of the writer’s experiences in different
countries. The prose style is straightforward and clear with colloquial touches here
and there. It is a book marked with a distinct literary style and flavour which includes
short, freely dispersed and tersely phrased narrations.

Sir Thomas Malory’s reputation is largely dependent on his famous work Morte
d’ Arthur which was written as late as the ninth year of the reign of King Edward
IV in 1469. Almost whatever we know about Malory is contained in the preface of
Caxton, the first printer of the book. Like the Travels of Mandeville, Morte d’ Arthur
is also a compilation made from a number of French romances dealing with King
Arthur and the knights of the Round Table. Malory treated his materials skilfully to
suit his purpose. Though the sources of the book are diverse, a uniform dignity is
maintained throughout. The entire book is suffused with the essence of romance and
medieval chivalry. The blending of dialogue and narrative makes the writing
lively and colourful. The style has a simple clarity and transparency and is full of
poetic cadences.
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1.6.5 Middle English Drama

The history of English drama begins with priests beginning to expand the rituals
of the Catholic church with some dialogues spoken by the priests themselves, which
dramatized some of the rituals of Easter and Christmas. It also had other sources like
pre-Christian seasonal festivals, St. George and Robin Hood plays, Maypole dances
and other folk activities, but we do not have enough surviving material about them.
We cannot even draw a line of continuity between the origins of English drama in
the Middle English period and the classical drama of Greece and Rome which had
much earlier stopped being a vital force. The only remnant of classical drama can be
located in the mimes or professional strolling players who were found throughout the
Middle English period in diverse parts of Europe. However, Middle English drama
owes very little to them.

Major dramatic elements were present in the rituals of the Christian Church
where celebrations of Christmas and Easter involved all the dramatic moments of
Christ’s life from birth to Resurrection. As early as the tenth century Easter
representations of Christ’s empty tomb were made interesting with the help of dialogue
between one figure sitting outside and three others who come in, as if in search of
something. Such representations were considered to possess instructional lessons and
were popular at Easter and such other feasts. The writers also sought sources in New
Testament stories like the Annunciation and the Nativity and in the popular stories
of the Old Testament such as those of the Fall, Noah and Daniel. Gradually liturgical
drama which was enacted within the Church underwent expansion, with additional
characters and dialogues and came out to the courtyard. Then with the clergymen
dissociating themselves from such plays, it moved to the village square or to the
marketplace. Once this shift took them outside the church premises, Latin easily gave
way to English, for the demand for vernacular modes of representation was a long
standing insipient longing. These plays were performed in the open. By this time
the liturgy or church service element was almost gone. The plays had begun to tell
long, elaborate stories and included a number of characters, not only Biblical, but
sometimes ingenuously devised. But the religious element remained strong, since the
Bible stories were dramatized. These are called the Miracle plays.

Miracle plays developed quite rapidly in the thirteenth century and by the fourteenth
century there was an evolution of complete cycles of plays. Since the enactment of
the plays were now not confined within the church, suitable seasons were required
for the performances. The feast of Corpus Christi (in May or June) established in
1264 and confirmed in 1311, was considered to be a perfect day for the performance
of miracle plays, both because of the time of the year and also because it was a
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procession in which dramatic performances were staged on wagons (‘pageants’) which
moved to different spots of the locality. As drama gradually came to acquire secular
dimensions, control of performances passed to the trade guilds which were responsible
for the dramatic productions. Each guild selected a separate episode from a cycle and
it involved not only considerable expenditure but also ingenuity as far as the
arrangement of the superstructure and stage properties were concerned. Nearly complete
cycles of miracle plays survive from those of Chester, York and Wakefield. The
Chester cycle, composed between 1350 and 1450, contains twenty-five plays beginning
with the Fall of Satan and ending with the Day of Judgement. The plays are written
in eight-line stanzas with rime cowee or tail rhyme The stories are simple with
realistic touches here and there. However, the dialogues and the action are immature.
From the York cycle forty-eight plays have survived, though originally there were
fifty-four. A distinction can be made amongst these plays which can be divided into
four groups. The first group is crude and didactic in tone. The second group shows
the influence of the alliterative revival and indicates the writer’s metrical skill. The
third group introduces elements of humour and finally the last group contains powerful
dramatic elements. The Wakefield cycle is also known as Towneley Plays (because
the manuscript was owned by the Towneley family) and contains thirty-two plays.
These are marked by a strong sense of realism and have better literary qualities than
the plays of other cycles. Some of the plays reveal note of real poetry while others
possess ironic humour and realistic characterisation. Among these are included a
Noah and two shepherd plays (the First Shepherds 'Play and the Second
Shepherds 'Play).

While miracle plays were still very popular, another dramatic form, with more
direct links with Elizabethan drama, evolved. This form is called the morality play
and it is remarkably different from miracle plays since it has no connection with
biblical stories. Morality plays deal with personified abstractions of Virtues and
Vices which are in constant struggle for the possession of a man’s soul. Abstractions
like Justice, Mercy, Gluttony are other common characters. The morality play borrows
from contemporary homiletic technique and deals with subjects which were popular
among medieval preachers. A very common theme of these plays is the ‘Dance of
Death’ which portrays Death as God’s messenger who summons all and sundry.
References to morality plays are found in the fourteenth century. However, the fullest
development of these plays is found in the fifteenth century. The earliest complete
extant morality play is The Castle of Perseverance written in about 1425 It is quite
elaborate, involving thirty-four characters. The theme is the conflict between the
central character Mankind’s Good Angel and his supporters on the one hand and his
Bad Angel supported by the Seven Deadly Sins on the other hand. The Castle of
Perseverance 1s one among the three plays found in the Macro MS. The other two
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are Wisdom and Mankind The best-known morality play is Everyman where the
personified abstractions play their parts with dramatic logic and the action involves
simple dignity. The characters are portrayed effectively and there is a noble pathos
running throughout the play:

O all thing faileth, save God alone;
Beauty, Strength, and Discretion,
For when Death bloweth his blast,
They all run from me full fast.

This play i1s the most appealing of all the surviving morality plays of the fifteenth
century. Everyman, the central character, is summoned by Death to undertake a
prolonged journey from where he can never return. Everyman fervently searches for
friends who can be his companions but nobody like Fellowship, Goods, Kindred,
agrees. Only Good Deeds becomes ready to be both his guide and companion.
However, she 1s weak because of the sins committed by Everyman. So she recommends
him to her sister Knowledge, who again leads Everyman to Confession. After Everyman
does penance, Good Deeds becomes strong enough to be his companion, along with
Discretion, Strength, Five Wits and Beauty. But when the time arrives for Everyman
to enter into his grave, all other companions except Good Deeds, refuse to join him.
An angel announces the entry of the soul of Everyman ‘into the heavenly sphere’ and
a ‘Doctor’ points at the moral.

This play is sometimes considered to be a translation of a Dutch morality play
titled Elckerlijk.

Towards the end of the fifteenth century a kind of morality play developed that
dealt with moral problems in more realistic and comic way. This kind of secular play
is called the Interlude which is the latest predecessor of the drama proper of Elizabethan
age. By the sixteenth century the Interlude included scenes far removed from the
medieval morality plays. It introduced real characters, broad farcical (sometimes
coarse) humour and set scenes, an innovation in English drama. The Interlude continued
to be written and staged well into the Tudor period. By the time of Henry VIII it had
begun to be used for political satire and lost much of its humour.

It is difficult to trace the transition from medieval religious drama to Tudor
secular drama since many of the texts have been lost. However, there is continuation
of dramatic tradition from the simple native drama enriched by foreign influences to
more sophisticated and secular drama. Particularly interesting is the transformation
of the personified character of ‘Vice’ that develops from a horrifying tempter to a
purely comic figure. It is undoubtedly true that the Interlude was an immense advance
upon the morality play. The most accomplished writer of the Interlude is John
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Heywood. The Play Called the Four PP is his best creation where there is a description
of a lying match among a Palmer, a Pedlar, a Pardoner and an Apothecary. The play
is composed in doggerel verse. Another play of Heywood A Merry Play between
Johan the Husband, Tyb his Wife, and Sir Johan the Priest deals with the conventional
theme of a meek husband, a shrewd wife and her lover, a priest. This play is a farce
and has sharp wit and clever sayings. In both the plays of Heywood, the plots are
rudimentary where the writer does not succeed in developing a sustained dramatic
structure. Drama in its fullest form started to appear around 1550 where the influence
of Seneca and other classical dramatists could be observed. This dramatic form
would reach its zenith in the Elizabethan era.

1.6.6 Summing up MLE Drama

Major dramatic elements were present in the rituals of the Christian Church.
Liturgical drama, which was enacted within the Church, gradually grew more secular
and moved to the marketplace or other convenient locations. Once outside the
church premises, English replaced Latin. These plays were performed in the open and
were largely separated from the liturgy, but the Bible provided the subjects. These
were called the miracle plays. Nearly complete cycles of miracle plays survive from
the towns of Chester, York and Wakefield While miracle plays were still very
popular, another dramatic form, with more direct links with Elizabethan drama,
evolved. This form is called the morality play. It is remarkably different from miracle
plays since it has no connection with biblical stories. The Morality play deals with
personified abstractions of Virtues and Vices which are in constant struggle for the
possession of a man’s soul. Abstractions like Justice, Mercy, Gluttony are other
common characters. Towards the end of the fifteenth century a kind of morality play
developed that dealt with moral problems in more realistic and comic way. This
kind of secular play is called the Interlude which is the last predecessor of the
drama proper.

1.6.7 Comprehension Exercises

Essay Type Questions:

1. What are the three major groups of Middle English drama? Discuss the
growth and development of them.

2. Write a brief assessment of Middle English poetry.
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Middle-Length Questions:

1.
2.

Write an essay on Middle English Prose.

How do the miracle and morality plays contribute to the development of
Middle English drama?

Short Questions:

1
2.

LN

How did Norman Conquest influence the English language.

Comment on the contributions of John Mandeville and Sir Thomas Malory
in the development of English prose.

Name the best-known morality play. Why is this play considered to be the
most appealing of all morality plays?

1.6.8 Suggested Reading

1. A.C. Baugh Literary History of England Vol I London: Routledge, 1994

2. Boris Ford. The Pelican Guide to English Literature: The Age of Chaucer.
Penguin Books, 1971

3. David Daiches. 4 Critical History of English Literature Vol 1. Ronald Press
Company, 1960. Repr. Random House India, 2007

4. Legouis and Cazamian. 4 History of English Literature Vol 1. Macmillan, 1927
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Unit-7 0 Trends in Middle English Poetry

Structure

2.7.0 Introduction

2.7.1 Middle English Poetry — Evolution and Trends
2.7.2 Middle English Alliterative Poetry

2.7.3 Middle English Lyrics

2.7.4 Middle English Romances

2.7.5 Chaucer, Gower, and Langland

2.7.6  Summing Up

2.7.7 Comprehension Exercises

2.7.8 Suggested Reading

2.7.0 Introduction

In this unit we shall be taking a look at the poetry of the Middle English period.
The Middle English period, according to historians of English language and literature,
approximately spans the years 1066 — 1400 A D. In 1066 A.D. the Normans from
northern part of France conquered England in the Battle of Hastings, defeating Harold
Godwinson, the last Anglo-Saxon King . Henceforth, a long line of Norman-French
monarchs would rule England.

The Norman Conquest brought in sweeping changes in English language and
culture. A very large number of loan words from Latin and French, covering areas
as diverse as religion and fashion, food and law, entered the English language.
English grammar was strongly impacted by the influence of Latin grammar. In
literature, the major change was the introduction of rhyme and metre. Anglo —Saxon
alliterative measure did not die out entirely however. There was to be a brief spurt
of revival of alliterative verse. But lyric poetry, unknown in A.S. literature, comes in
and thrives.

Since the English language underwent major changes during the period, and
without special training it is not easy to understand Middle English verse, we have
decided to provide you with a historical survey, rather than ask you to study Middle
English poems in detail. However, notice that we have put in the year 1400 as the
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outer limit of the Middle English period. The year is important, because it is the year
of death of the most important Middle English poet ; Geoffrey Chaucer. In a later
Unit you will get the opportunity to read an extract from Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales
and enjoy Chaucer’s humour as well as get a glimpse of medieval society through
Chaucer’s eyes.

2.7.1 Middle English Poetry—Evolution and Trends

It is difficult to trace the course of poetry during the eleventh and twelfth centuries
since very little is available. Some fragments of didactic and religious poetry indicate
a continuation of Anglo-Saxon alliterative kind of poetry, though in a looser form.
A striking breakthrough in the tradition is Orrmulum written by an Augustinian
canon named Orm about the year 1200. The poem is of enormous length {around ten
thousand extant lines have survived) and is preserved probably in the writer’s autograph
copy itself It consists of several religious homilies addressed to a fellow canon. It
is composed in north-east Midlands dialect. Each line has the same metrical pattern
with fifteen syllables and a ‘feminine’ ending and 1s, as a result, very monotonous.
The poem has an original phonetic spelling which is complicated because of the
frequent use of double consonants. Cursor Mundi i1s another lengthy (thirty thousand
lines) religious poem dealing with all the significant incidents of the Old and New
Testament stories and other religious topics as well. The poem is encyclopaedic in
nature and exhibits immense ability and skill of the writer to handle such a vast
panorama of materials. Although a religious poem, it tells stories of illicit love affairs
of great men like , Julius Caesar and humourously comments that to be a great man
in this world you need an illicit lover! This didactic writing is made interesting by
the employment of variety in the metre which is primarily in short couplets. This
poem serves as a suitable introduction to the medieval view of world history. Read
below an extract in modern English

Therefore bless I that paramour[Virgin Mary]
That in my need does me succour

That saves me on earth from sin

And heaven bliss me helps to win.

The literary convention of verse debate, so popular in Latin and French, was
employed with immense success in The Owl and the Nightingale where the two birds
are engaged in a long argument which is not only spirited but also full of legal tricks
present in a twelfth century lawsuit. The birds are used allegorically to point at the
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monastic and the secular ways of life and also to bring out the differences between
didactic and amorous kinds of poetry. The focal points of interest lie in the dramatic
quality of the narrative and the ease with which the short rhyming couplets make the
dialogues interesting. The vividness of character delineation is another reason for the
popularity of the poem. Some scholars suppose that the author was Nicholas of
Guildford, because near the beginning of the debate the two birds agree to refer their
differences to ‘Master Nicholas of Guildford”. The verse form used is the four-
stress couplet. Below is an extract in modern English translation.

The Nightingale began the match

Off in a corner, on a fallow patch,

Sitting high on the branch of a tree

Where blossoms bloomed most handsomely
Above a thick protective hedge

Grown up in rushes and green sedge.

2.7.2 Middle English Alliterative Poetry

The alliterative tradition of Anglo-Saxon literature can be observed to be popularly
used in Layamon’s Brut, a late twelfth century metrical history of Britain based on
Wace’s Roman de Brut, a French poem, which in its turn, was derived from the Latin
Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain) by Geoftrey of Monmouth.
Brut is of particular interest because the story of King Arthur, retold in a number of
Middle English romances, makes its first appearance here. A more impressive use of
the alliterative tradition is found in a unique manuscript preserved in the British
Museum- the manuscript containing four alliterative poems written in West Midland
dialect. These poems are Pear!l Purity, Patience and Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight. The first three are religious poems among which Pear! is both an elegy on
the poet’s deceased daughter and also an allegory of the Christian faith. It contains
beautiful, moving passages marked by sincerity and passion. It is one of the most
interesting allegorical religious poems of the Middle Ages. It is also a dream poem
or a vision poem. A father mourns that he has lost a valuable pearl. He falls asleep
in a garden and dreams that he has vision of a pearl-maiden who stands on the other
bank of a river and tells him that his pearl is not lost , but has found a place among
blest people. She speaks to him of the Christian doctrine and shows him a vision of
heaven when he tries but cannot reach her. Some critics think the poem is possibly
an allegory . The poet lost his daughter and consoles himself that she is with God.




74 NSOU « CC-EG-01

But it may also be a didactic poem about Christian doctrine, within a framework of
personal elegy.

Purity and Patience are more didactic and exalted. Patience is a homily on
the virtues of patience and the story of Jonah helps the poet to explain those
virtues. These poems are marked by long alliterative lines which bear testimony to
the poet’s skill.

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is considered to be one of the best of all
Middle English allegorical romances. In this poem the poet excels in characterization,
descriptive details, handling of plot and use of alliterative long lines. Lyrical element
is also introduced through the depiction of the movement of seasons. The story
element has connections with folklore and is subjected to multiple allegorical
interpretations. The main adventure involved in the plot is the challenge of an exchange
of blows with the Green Kmght, a challenge that is accepted by Gawain, a knight in
King Arthur’s court. . Consequently the Green Knight visiting Arthur’s court on the
occasion of New year’s feast is beheaded by Gawain but the former picks up his
head and promises to return a similar blow to Gawain one year later at the Green
Chapel. During his search for the Green Chapel, Gawain takes refuge in a castle and
is entertained by the lord and the lady of the castle. Every morning when the lord
goes away for hunting, Gawain is tempted by the lady. However, he retains his
courtesy and at the same time repulses her advances. But on the third day he accepts
a green girdle which, according to the lady, Gawain would require during his encounter
with the Knight. Gawain is hit three times at the Green Chapel by the Green Knight
who reveals himself as the lord of the castle. The wound caused on Gawain’s neck
by the third hit is for hiding the truth about the girdle he received from the lady.
Gawain, being humiliated, reproaches himself for this and after his return to Arthur’s
court tells this story as an example of moral failure, not as a heroic exploit. There
is an unmistakable sophistication in the grace of the narrative, technical skill of
versification, charm and humour in conversations and sheer brilliance in depiction of
the hunting scenes and the changing beauties of nature. It is a perfect example of an
Arthurian romance which is enriched through the ideals of courage and heroism. The
poem is a harmonious blending of the folk elements of the Celtic, the vigour of the
Anglo-Saxon and the sophistication of the French.

Since all the four poems are found in the Cotton MS ( i.e. in the collection of
Sir Robert Cotton), and because of similarities in style, it is thought that they might
be the work of a single author. The poems share a moral , didactic vein, but they
author was not necessarily a clergyman . Sir Gawain also shows familiarity with
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courtly life and manners. The vocabulary shows a large number of French words and
the dialect used is northwest Midlands dialect.

2.7.3 Middle English Lyrics

Another significant form of Middle English poetry is the Middle English lyric.
You will remember that the most natural expression of Old English poetry is in epic
or heroic and other types of narrative verse but not in lyric. A few pieces like The
Husbhand’s Message, The Wife's Lament and The Seafarer possess certain lyrical
elements but cannot be considered as lyrics in the sense that later generations have
come to define the term. A few lyrical fragments which date back to the thirteenth
century are primarily the result of liturgical and clerical inspiration. In the Middle
English period lyrics can be distinguished into two categories- the religious and the
secular. The religious lyric is not restricted to any national boundary and belongs to
literary and ecclesiastical traditions. On the other hand, the roots of secular lyric can
be traced in the native soil, in the secular Latin lyric or in French and Provengal
poetry. The native influence on Middle English lyric form is palpable in folk songs.
Though specimens of such songs are not readily available but evidences are there that
popular songs were sung by women accompanied by dancing. There are records in
the deeds of the twelfth century chronicler Hereward the Exile that a parish priest In
Worcestershire was so inspired by singing and dancing that took place in the churchyard
for a whole night, that the next morning during the service he sang the refrain ‘Swete
lamman dhin are’ {(Sweet leman, thy favour) instead of Dominus vobiscum. There are
various other references to popular songs in the later centuries as well. However,
there is practically no evidence of any direct influence of Provengal poetry upon
English lyric. Some elements of the troubadour lyric of France which can be
located in the English lyrics probably reached England with the help of French poets.

Among the English secular lyrics one of the most melodious deals with the
poet’s happiness over his good fortune that has helped him to fall in love with
Alysoun. There is a vivid description of her brown eyes, fair hair and ‘middel smal’.
The lyric also expresses the apprehension of the lover that his beloved might be
snatched away from him: ‘Icham for wowing al forwake,/ Wery so water in wore,/
Lest eny reve me my make’. A favourite theme of these lyrics is the contentment of
the lover to dwell happily on his lady’s graces. In one lyric the poet compares the
beauty of the lady-love with flowers, gems, birds and even medicinal herbs and then
concentrates on describing her teeth, mouth and every detail of her physical beauty.
Sometimes despair is also expressed by the poet. ‘Foweles in pe frith/ Pe fisses in
pe flod./ And I mon waxe wod./ Mulch sorw i walk with/ For beste of bon and blod.’
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A common French convention employed in these lyrics is the poet-lover coming
across a love adventure during the course of his wandering: ‘Nou sprinkles the sprai:/
Al for love icche am so seeke/ That slepen I ne mai.” There is a long history of lyrics
being associated with spring. Cuckoo Song, one of the most famous lyrics of the
Middle Ages, expresses pure delight at the return of spring: ‘Sumer is i-cumen in,/
Lhude sing, cuccu!/ Groweth sed and bloweth med/ And springth the wde nu./ Sing,
cuccu!’ Just as spring symbolises mirth, winter 1s associated with the poet’s melancholy
mood over some wrong meted out to him: ‘Mirie it is while sumer ilast/ With
fugheles song,/ Oc nu necheth windes blast/ And weder strong.’

Unfortunately, Middle English secular lyrics are not preserved abundantly, perhaps
because religious orientation governed culture and literature in a big way, at least till
the coming of Chaucer. The great majority of lyrics of this period that are found are
therefore overtly religious or moral in nature. The religious lyrics are marked by
sincerity and are sometimes brilliant examples of imaginative fervour and beauty.
The devotional aspect of these lyrics is blended with emotional exuberance. Though
all these lyrics are primarily appeals to Christ or the Virgin Mary for salvation of the
soul, there are several variations. Many of these lyrics addressed to Virgin Mary are
full of praises for her. She i1s depicted as the tender mother, the source of bliss and
the Queen of Heaven. The way in which she is described, as the ‘flower of all’ or
the ‘brightest in bower’, reminds us of secular love lyrics. These religious lyrics deal
with diverse situations of the Virgin’s life and she is regarded as the connecting
thread between God and the human beings. The lyrics dealing with the grace of
Christ are full of praises where the poet fervently pleads to Christ for salvation.
Richard Caister’s fhesu, lord, pat madist me is a brilliant example of this category
of religious lyric. Another lyric, OQuia amore langueo, is marked by sheer beauty:

In a valey of this restles minde

I sought in mounteine and in mede,
Trusting a trewe love for to finde.
Upon an hill than I took hede,

A voice 1 herde, and neer [ yede,

In huge dolour complaininge tho,
‘See, dere soule, how my sides blede,
Quia amore langueo.’

There are several religious lyrics which focus on the sacrifice that Christ made
for man. Sometimes Christ is portrayed as complaining that man has discarded him
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and many a times he is shown to be merciful, forgiving man for all the wrongs
committed. Later poems on Christ attain a spirit of happiness and rejoicing when
these lyrics are linked up with festivities like Christmas and Epiphany: ‘Now may we
singen as 1t 18/ Quod puer natus est nobis.” The popularity of the carols brings in the
mood of joy even more: ‘Make we mery, bothe more and lasse/ For now ys the tyme
of Crystymas.” Thus Middle English lyrics, both secular and religious, contribute
significantly to the development of Middle English poetry.

2.7.4. Middle English Romances

The shift from Old English heroic poetry to medieval verse romance marks a
remarkable transformation in temperament. While heroic poetry is realistic, romance
is escapist in nature where characters fight either on principles or as a ritual and the
primary emphasis is on the hero’s character. Medieval romance is divided into three
categories- ‘Matter of France’, ‘Matter of Britain’ and ‘Matter of Rome” which
includes tales of Alexander the Great. This division was made by the late twelfth
century troubadour poet Jean Bodel based on the subject matter of these romances.
The earliest amongst these 1s the ‘Matter of France’ which deals with the diverse
activities of Charlemagne and his knights. A brilliant example of this 1s Chanson de
Roland. However, with the growth of this ‘Matter’, the focus shifted away from the
folk legends of Charlemagne to the exploits and adventures of individual warriors
who were associated with him. These romances were sometimes produced by the
monks who considered these romances to be a means to attract patronage by identifying
their patrons with Charlemagne’s heroes. The ‘Matter of Britain’ is centred on the
Arthurian stories whose references can be found in the historic writings of Geoffrey
of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain and Layamon’s Brut. Most of the
later Arthurian romances have evolved from the Breton legends and not from the
English chroniclers. These romances deal with the different adventures of the knights
of the Round Table and focus on the ideals of courtly love quite elaborately. Among
the surviving English ‘Matter of Britain’ special mention should be made of Aorte
Arthure and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight for their literary qualities. The subject
matter of the ‘Matter of Rome’ romances is the ancient classical world as perceived
from the medieval perspective. The handling of ancient classical stories by medieval
romancers helps us to peep into the minds of the medieval people. It is the depiction
of classical culture tempered by medieval sentiment and the sources from which the
stories are derived are not from the mainstream classical literature. For example the
story of Troy is derived not from Homer, but from the fourth century Latin writer
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Dictys Cretensis. These romances deal with destruction of Troy, the grand personality
of Alexander the Great, Dido’s pathos and so on. These romances are of primary
interest to modern readers not for their hiterary quality; rather because they provide
an insight into the medieval imagination. Another very significant ‘Matter’ which
Jean Bodel did not mention is a group of romances, which because of their subject
matter, are included in ‘The Matter of England’. This group deals with material from
Germanic sources of English history, particularly a portion of oral legends celebrating
English heroes as Offa, Earl Godwin and Eadric the Wild. King Horn is the earliest
extant romance belonging to this group which is a brilliant instance of discarding
courtly elements of the French by the English romancers who gave more emphasis
on adventure in comparison to the love element. Another notable romance belonging
to this group is Havelock the Dane which also focusses on adventures and is worth-
mentioning because of its vitality.

Apart from these four ‘Matters’ there are other miscellaneous romances which
deal with independent subjects. Floris and Blancheflour revolves around a popular
love legend of the east which came into Europe through the Crusades. Another such
medieval romance is Sir Orfeo in which the classical story of Orpheus and Eurydice
is treated in the fashion of a Breton /ai ( a short rhymed story) and thus transformed
into a fairy tale far distant from the Greek myth. It is a translation from a French
original in the south of France. The setting i1s changed from Greek to medieval. The
romance is marked by simplicity and naivety and the story is well-constructed.

There are several other unclassified Middle English romances dealing with
diversified themes as tolerance of abused woman, conventional courtly situations,
history and folklore. The verse forms of all these romances vary from short rhyming
couplets to complicated stanzas. The stylistic variations are also remarkable. Another
interesting aspect of these romances is the clue that modern readers get about the
practices and temperaments of the medieval times. Just like the verse romances there
are several Middle English prose romances. A famous example of this is Morte d’
Arthur. This will be discussed in Middle English Prose.

Given below is an illustrative chart of the major Romances based mainly
on Bodel’s division. This will help you identify the main trends that you can
back up with your detailed study of the Middle English period from the suggested
reading list:
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Matter Major work(s) Leading figure(s) Features
Matter of France Chanson de Roland Charlemagne and his | Written by monks, who

Knights

considered these as
means of aftracting
patronage; hence focus
shifted

from folk legends of

often away

Charlemagne to
adventures of
individual warriors

associated with him.

Matter of Britain " Brut; Morte Arthure, | King Arthur " Adventures of Knights
Sir Gawain and the of the Round Table;
Green Knight ideals of courtly love.
Matter of Rome King Alisaunder; Siege | Alexander; Aeneas; | Depiction of classical
of Thebes Trojan War; Oedipus | culture tempered by
and the city of Thebes | medieval sentiment.
Matter of England King Horn Offa; Earl Godwin; | Adaptations from
Eadric Germanic sources of

English history; cutting
down on  French
elements and focussing

on adventure.

Miscellaneous

Romances

See text above

2.7.5 Chaucer, Gower, and Langland

The three great writers of Middle English Period without whom any discussion
of Middle English poetry remains incomplete are Geoffrey Chaucer, William
Langland and John Gower. Geoffrey Chaucer is undoubtedly that poet of the
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Middle English period in whose capable hands both English language and literature
attained maturity. His range, complexity, humorous tone, essentially humane outlook
and technical brilliance place him much above the other poets of his time. His
acquaintance with European literature enabled him to deal in English with themes
and attitudes prevalent in European literature. He was a keen observer of human
nature and portrayed it with a balance between sympathy and irony. His training in
courtly and diplomatic lifestyle helped him to present diverse characters in his works
with utmost conviction. His poetry also depicts the classical world of Greece and
Rome tempered by medieval imagination. He was inspired by the tradition of courtly
love embodied in the famous medieval French allegorical poem Romaunt de la Rose
and the later French developments on it. During this period, when the influence of
French courtly poetry is most marked on him, he translated a part of the Romaunt de
la Rose. The other important poems of this phase are The Book of the Duchesse
which is probably Chaucer’s earliest composition and dates back to 1369. It 1s written
in dream allegory tradition on the death of Blanche, the Duchess of Lancaster. Other
poems of this period include An A.B.C., The Compleynt of Mars and The Compleynt
unto Pite (‘Complaint’ in medieval English meant a poem singing of unrequited love
or of personal misfortune). The stage of his poetic career, sometimes referred to as
the Italian period is marked by significant advances upon the French period in
Chaucer’s increasing sense of perception, greater technical expertise and originality.
Anelida and Arcite and The Parliament of Foules belong to this group of poems. The
latter uses the convention of dream allegory and the demande d'amour (this is a
poem in the form of discussion or debate on love- problems ) and is marked by a
celebration of St. Valentine’s Day. It is a marvellous example of Chaucer’s comic
spirit revealed through the characterisation of the birds. The House of Fame is one
of the significant poems in English, particularly from the perspectives of character
delineation and conversational elements. This work of Chaucer in inspired by Dante’s
Divina Commedia and departs from the environment of trance, though the dream
framework is still retained. 7roilus and Criseyde is considered to be Chaucer’s best
narrative work. The intense feeling of pathos and the deft employment of the rhyme
royal elevate the stature of this Chaucerian work to masterpiece. The narration of a
love story enriched with psychological intensity, use of controlled digressions, acute
sense of structure and handling of detail bring this work very close to the genre of
the novel. It 1s inspired by Boccaccio’s I/ Filostrato. The Italian group also includes
The Legend of Good Women where Chaucer plans to tell nineteen tales of virtuous
and loving women but ultimately finishes only eight of them Here Chaucer comes
back to the love vision and regards this work as a penance for having written heresies
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against love and portraying faithless women earlier. This poem is the first example
of Chaucer’s use of the heroic couplet, and that too, with skill and freedom. The
English period of Chaucer is considered the time of his greatest achievement when
he composed one of the landmarks of English literature, The Canterbury Iales.
Chaucer was deeply influenced by Boccaccio for the general idea of this poem but
that influence was tempered by his English sensibility. It deals with twenty-nine
pilgrims who are going to pay a visit to the tomb of Thomas a Becket at Canterbury
and during the course of this journey they meet at the Tabard Inn in Southwark where
they decide to tell tales from diverse literary and folk sources to while away their
time. Chaucer, with his keen power of observation and knowledge of human character,
chooses the pilgrims from all ranks of society, from the chivalrous knight to the
humble ploughman. This gives Chaucer the opportunity to blend his literary knowledge
with his observant nature. The General Prologue succeeds to set the scene and
establish the characters. The poem is unfimished but it 1s marked by a fresh approach
to literature, brilliant use of irony, humour and spontaneity. Chaucer’s followers
lacked both his range of vision and the technical skill and it was only after the arrival
of Shakespeare on the English literary scene that Chaucer’s unique combination of
broad genial humour, penetrating insight into characters, range of knowledge and
sheer technical mastery could be found again. You will definitely enjoy the peek into
Chaucer’s power of drawing secular characters in the Portrait of the Wife of Bath that
follows in Module 2, Unit 8. We shall give you a foretaste of Chaucer’s humour from
one of his most enjoyable tales, The Nun’s Priest Tale . It’s a well -known beast
fable, but Chaucer’s genius is seen in the way he humanises the birds and animals.
In the extract, the cock Chauntecleer‘s favourite wife Pertelote scolds him for being
scared by a dream .

Avoy!” quod she, ‘fy on yow, herteles!

Allas!’” quod she, ‘for, by that God above,

Now han ye lost myn herte and al my love; 20
I can nat love a coward, by my feith.

Whatever information we can gather about William Langland is from the
manuscripts of his poem The Vision of William concerning Piers the Plowman or the
poet’s own remarks during the course of the poem. These manuscripts appear in three
forms, respectively the A, B and C texts. The A text is the shortest with about 2500
lines, while the B text is a longer one containing more than 7200 lines and the C text,
based upon B, 1s even longer with nearly 7300 lines. Earlier it was presumed that all
these three texts were composed by Langland. However, recent researches prove that
though the A text is undoubtedly the writing of Langland, the other two contain
additional material by later writers.
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The poem is based on the poet’s vision on the Malvern Hills in which he saw
Piers the Plowman. In this trance the poet perceives a fair ‘feld full of folk’. The first
vision blends into various other scenes dealing with the adventurous engagements of
different allegorical beings and abstract figures like Wit, Study and Faith. Before the
advent of the Messianic deliverer, Piers the Plowman, all these virtuous powers
suffer terribly. It is only Piers who succeeds in bringing back the balance correctly.
There is an undercurrent of criticism running throughout the poem against all forms
of vices practised in the Church. The poet also focusses on the virtues of common
people and sympathetically portrays their struggle in life. It becomes evident through
the poem that Langland is concerned with religious, social and economic problems
of his time. Piers the Plowman is marked by simplicity, energetic rhythm and the
easy handling of alliterative lines. The poem is remarkable in its vividness of
description of contemporary life and is a harmonious blending of popular imagination
and individual vision.

John Gower is a typical representative of his times, drawing inspiration from the
materials that were readily available to him. He was more of a conservative and
moralist poet who lacked originality and imaginative fecundity. His first work is
Speculum Meditantis  (French name ‘Mirour De 'omme , Mirror of Mankind) is
composed in French. Written in 12 -line stanzas of octosyllabic couplets, it is
primarily a manual of sins and sinners where the poet offers a detailed description
of vice being the result of man’s corrupt nature. The poet suggests repentance to be
the only remedy of such vice. Gower’s next work, Vox Clamantis is in Latin. It is
a dream allegory based on the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. It narrates the story of
violence and anarchy and stresses upon the corruption rampant in contemporary
society. His last work, Confessio Amantis,{ Confessions of a lover ) written at the
command of the King Richard II, is in English. This poem, employing an allegorical
setting, talks of the seven deadly sins. The confession of an aging lover to the priest
of Venus is the frame narrative. Within are other short narrative poems This poem
uses several stories dealing with multiple subjects. Though Gower lacks richness of
imagination, he presents a brilliant picture of his age and proves himself to be a
master story-teller.

2.7.6 Summing Up

It 1s difficult to trace the course of poetry during the eleventh and twelfth centuries
since very little is available. Some fragments of didactic and religious poetry indicate
a continuation of Anglo-Saxon alliterative kind of poetry, though in a looser form.
A striking breakthrough in the tradition is Orrmuium written by an Augustinian
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canon named Orm about the year 1200. Cursor Mundi is another lengthy (thirty
thousand lines) religious poem dealing with all the significant incidents of the Old
and New Testament stories and other religious topics as well. The literary convention
of verse debate, so popular in Latin and French, was employed with immense success
in The Owl and the Nightingale. The alliterative tradition of the Anglo-Saxon literature
can be observed to be popularly used in Layamon’s Bruf. More impressive usage of
the alliterative tradition is found in a unique manuscript preserved in the British
Museum- the manuscript containing four alliterative poems poems, namely, Pear!,
Purity, Pateince and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Siv Gawain and the Green
Knight is considered to be one of the best of all Middle English allegorical romances
and is a harmonious blending of the folk elements of the Celtic, the vigour of the
Anglo-Saxon and the sophistication of the French. Another significant form of Middle
English poetry is the Middle English lyric which can be distinguished into two
categories- the religious and the secular. The religious lyric 1s not restricted to any
national boundary and belongs to literary and ecclesiastical traditions. On the other
hand, the roots of secular lyric can be traced in the native soil, in the secular Latin
lyric or in French and Provencal poetry. These lyrics, both secular and religious,
contribute significantly to the development of Middle English poetry. The shift from
Old English heroic poetry to medieval verse romance marks a remarkable
transformation in temperament. Medieval verse romance is divided into three
categories- ‘Matter of France’, ‘Matter of Britain’ and ‘Matter of Rome’. ‘Matter of
France’ deals with the diverse activities of Charlemagne and his knights. ‘Matter of
Britain’ is centred on the Arthunan stories. The subject matter of the ‘Matter of
Rome’ is the ancient classical world as perceived from the medieval perspective.
Another very significant ‘Matter’ i1s a group of romances called ‘The Matter of
England’. This group deals with material from Germanic sources. The three major
poets of Middle English Period are Geoffrey Chaucer, William Langland and John
Gower, In Chaucer’s hands both English language and literature attained maturity.
His range, complexity, humour and an essentially humane outlook and technical
brilliance place him much above the other poets of his time. Willlam Langland is
famous for his Piers the Plowman. John Gower is a typical representative of his
times drawing inspiration from the materials that were readily available to him.

2.7.7 Comprehension Exercises

Essay type questions:
1. Write a brief survey of English poetry in the middle ages.

2. What was the impact of the Norman conquest on English language and
literature?
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3. Write an essay on the Middle English Romances .

4. 4 Who were the major poets of the Middle English period? Write on their
poetic contribution.

Middle —length questions:
1. Write briefly on the development of lyric poetry in the middle ages.
2. Give an account of the better known Middle English alliterative poems.
3. Give an account of Chaucer’s contribution to English poetry.
Short Questions:
1. Write short notes on
a. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
b. Canterbury Tales

. Piers the Plowman

O

. Matter of Britain

e. The Norman Conquest

2.7.8 Suggested Reading

1. Barron, W R : English Medieval Romance (Longman, 1987)

2. Dronke, Peter : The Medieval Lyric, 2™ Edition, (London 1978)
3. Robertson, D.W. Jr. : A Preface to Chaucer (Princeton, 1962)

4. Cambridge History of Medieval English Literature, ed. David Wallace (
Cambridge University Press, 1999)

5. Dieter Mehl : English Literature in the Age of Chaucer ( Longman Literature
in English Series , 2001 )

6. Baugh, A C., 4 Literary History of England.
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2.8.0 Introduction

As part of your learning the history of English literature, you are also getting
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States established in Europe by the Normans

Plate 1

acquainted with the history of the development
of the language, which in itself is both complex
and enigmatic. In this Unit, you will come
across the influence of French langauge, and
imperatively culture too, as part of your learning
of how it has influenced the English language.

2.8.1 The Historical Background
of the French Influence

The Anglo-Normans

Toward the close of the Old English period,
an event occurred that had a greater effect on
the English language than any other in the
course of its history. This was the Norman
Conquest of 1066. Now take a close look at
Plate 1 above. The Normans came from the
place shown as Normandy which is the

85
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Northern part of France. Unlike the Anglo-Saxons who came intermittently in groups
through centuries and gradually settled on English soil, the Normans came in as an
army as a result of a political turmoil in England and completely defeated the latter
in the Battle of Hastings in 1066.

The Year 1066

For some years before the Norman Conquest, the relations between England and
France had been fairly close. In 1002, Athelred the Unready had married a Norman
wife, and when driven into exile by the Danes, took refuge with his brother-in-law,
the duke of Normandy. His son Edward, who had thus been brought up in France,
was almost more French than English. Edward the Confessor became ruler in 1042
and brought with him a number of Norman friends to important places in the
government. A strong French atmosphere pervaded the English court during the
twenty-four years of his reign. In January 1066, he died childless. Harold, the son of
a powerful West Saxon earl named Godwin became king. His election was challenged
by William, Duke of Normandy. Although William had won the Battle of Hastings
and eliminated his rival, he had not yet attained the English Crown. It was only after
he had burnt and pillaged the southeast of England that the citizens of London
decided that further resistance would be useless. Accordingly, they capitulated, and
on Christmas Day 1066, William was crowned King of England. See Plate-2.

*Old French became
language of power,

« William of Normandv commerce, and religion in
(called William the England
Conqueror). who already *End of Old English
controlled northern (looks/sounds very German;
France, invaded and the language of Beowulf)

conquered England mn Plate 2
1066 C.E., with the
decisive victory at the

Battle of Hastings.

*French merged with Old
English to produce Middle
English, the language of
Chaucer—close enough to
modern English that we can
recognize it.
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Nature of the French Influence

Originally, the Normans had come from Scandinavia. The term ‘Norman’ comes
from the word ‘Northman’. They had been granted a territory in France in the early
10® century. The early Normans spoke Old Norse, just like the Scandinavians who
settled in England at about the same time. By the early 11 century, however, the
Normans had given up Old Norse and had adopted the French spoken by their
subjects and neighbours. It 1s an wrony that these people gave up their language twice
(once when they settled in Normandy and then when they came to England) and
imbibed the language of their subjects twice in
their history. French is descended from Latin, it
was a Romance language and not a Germanic
one. The French as it came to be spoken in
England is often termed Anglo-Norman.

Many scholars today
prefer the term Anglo-French
rather than the term Anglo-
Norman because there was

The history of the French or Anglo-Norman | considerable input from
language in England falls into a number of | varieties of French other than
episodes. In the first decades after 1066, those | the Norman one even during
who spoke French were the Norman invaders. | William the Conqueror’s time
They took charge of the administrative, military,
legal and spiritual matters of the country and brought in a feudal system of economy
and a different kind of hfestyle with which the natives were not fully acquainted.

Interestingly, English, though spoken by the majority of the natives, was no
longer the language of power, whereas, the French spoken by the aristocratic few was
the language of power. Hardly any literature, which in those days was dependent on
royal patronage, was written in English.

Slowly, however, things changed. From the middle of the twelfth century at least,
most members of the aristocracy were bilingual because by then they had been settled
in the country for such a long period of time. Within another hundred years, we find
educational treatises written in French and the target audience is the educated middle
class, which means that some parts of the English society also were becoming more
conversant in French. French was no longer the language of the aristocracy but
another language of culture. Think how good was Chaucer's knowledge of the
French literature and he was the son of a winemaker or vintner. With the advent of
literary figures like Chaucer and Langland, and changed political scenario that
favoured the English nation (gradually the Norman monarchs, who were also Dukes
of Normandy, and had extensive landholdings in France, were unable to hold on to
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the land as French kings were taking possession of their French territories) , the
English language revived, but by this time it has already changed in its shape and
style. Thus, we can safely say, that the influence of the French language was
instrumental in moving it closer to the form in which we know it today.

2.8.2 The Extent of the French Influence on the English
Vocabulary

e Even before the Norman Conquest, social, political and ecclesiastical
intercourse had begun among the ruling classes of England and Normandy.
This caused the introduction of a few French words pertaining to the new
culture and way of life. These included _castel* (fortified building) which
replaced the O E_burg’; capun® {capon) and bacun‘ (bacon).

o With the Conquest and the reordering of the government and upper social
life we begin to find at first only gradually, but with increasing abundance
as the twelfth century advances, the kind of French words which the
influence of the ruling power would suggest: prisun® (prison), foreste
(forest),_tur’ (tower), market‘,_rent‘, justice.

o After the Conquest, English
became the language of the
country, but French of the Norman
kind became that of the
government and so became a
necessity to those who had no
share in the ruling. The Church,
the law-courts, the pleasures of
the aristocracy, trade with the
Continent, the art of war — all
these and much else became
Norman French in terminology.
Such terms were thus introduced:
acorden (to come to agreement),
curt (court), cuntesse (countess),

The Nature of the French Loans

The Normans were felt to be an
alien race and they occupied the
country as the invaders and rulers.
Thus, they were quite conscious of
their superiority and they did not
mix very easily with the natives as
the Scandinavians did. They retained
close contact with their own nation
for a longer period of time, and thus
retained their difference. Moreover,
they represented a higher culture,
and had their own literature, Hence,
the words borrowed from them spoke

carited (charity), pais (peace).

Apart from the king and gueen,
most of other words relating to

about a different kind of lifestyle
and high standard.
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government are taken from French: govern, reign, realm, crown, state,
government, sovereign, council, chancellor, minister, people, nation, and
SO on.

e The French also brought the feudal system along with them. So words like:
fief, feudal, vassal, liege, and words related to rank like prince, peer, diike,
duchess, marquis, viscount, baron, and so on were borrowed by the English
tongue.

o Adjectives related to court life, like sonour, glory, court, etc are also taken
from them.

e Upper classes also took up the mulitary matters into their hands. So the
following loans from the various aspects of miltary life: war, peace, battle,
arms, armour, buckler, banner, ensign, officer, chieftain, captain, colonel,
lieutenant, troops, vessel, challenge, enemy, espy, aid, prison, and so on.

o In the early 13th century, the direct connection between England and
Normandy was weakened and as the century advanced the English and the
Normans tended to become close again. It was not till the next century that
English became the accepted language for a large part of the literature as
well as speech for the upper classes. From the mid-13™ century, English
came to replace French as the language for Parliament, though French
continued to be used in the law-courts for centuries longer. Thus so many
French terms still remain in use: plaintiff, defendant, privilege, tort (the
French word for _wrong®), malfeasance. The legal terms include words like:
Justice, just, judge, jury, summon, sue, plaintiff, plea, plead, property, crime,
guile, felony, demesne, and so on.

e It was also in the 13th century that many cultural terms came into English
from French. In France, Parisian French was becoming the dominant dialect.
The consequence was that some Norman words already in English were
replaced by forms of the more Parisian French type. For example, Norman
French had a hard _¢‘ (k) from Latin which the new French type replaced
by _ch’. So we may compare the older _canceler® with the latter _chancellor,
_cattle® with _chattel®.

o Naturally with the centuries of French dominance in Church matters, many
French terms of religious significance were taken into English, some of
which have remained: miracle, Cardinal, prior, Bapftist, prophet. We find a
great many words related to the church, such as, religion, service, trinity,
saviour, virgin, angel, clergy, parish, baptism, sacrifice, sermon, to say only
a few. As the clergy were teachers of morality, thus we have a whole gamut



90

NSOU « CC-EG-01

of words related to moral ideas, from virtue to vice: duty, conscience, pity,
disciple, grace, covel, desire, lechery, cruel, and many others.

The Normans were the master class so words like sir, madam, master,
mistress, servant, command, obey, and others, were also borrowed from the
French language.
The knowledge of French was also prevalent among the middle classes. In
many towns, especially in important trading centres, men with Norman
names were the most prominent burgesses and probably constituted a
majority of the merchant class. Latin and French would be found primarily
in those places where the business of government was transacted. The
likelihood that stewards and bailiffs on manors spoke both languages was
great.
In the early Middle English period {1100-1300) the borrowings were of great
variety:

m Buildings — castel, prisun, chapel, tur

m Religious — grace, merci, service, miracle, religiun, image

m Military — werre, bataille

m Domestic — basin, lamp, beast, furneis (furnace)

These belong to the early Middle English Period, but the 14th century saw a great

increase in the number; and by this time many French words that had formerly been
limited in use to the upper classes when they used English, had become integral part
of the English language. In the first 18 lines of Chaucer‘s The Canterbury Tales there
are no less than 18 French words, and Chaucer was writing in a conversational style
in the language of the educated London of his time.

Sometimes the older English word had survived along with its French
equivalent, always with some difference of meaning: e.g._writ’ beside
_scripture’. This has helped to make English so rich in synonyms, or rather
in pairs of words which look like synonyms at first sight but actually show
subtle difference in meaning.

In the latter Middle English period the contacts with French continued to
produce effects on English. But as in so many ways, M. E., which was
specially characterised by general and widespread French influences on the
vocabulary, is clearly differentiated by its treatment of French loans. For with
the close of the Middle Ages there came a marked change in the kinds of
influence that French continued to exert. This change is marked particularly
by two things. First, in Middle English, French loans became integral parts
of the language, but from the 16th century French became more the source
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of particular classes of words, many of which were restricted to the better
educated, or to users of special groups of technical terms. Thus the 16th
century borrowings from French consisted mainly of terms pertaining to law.
Second, later French loan words entered the language in their modern French
pronunciation which is seldom or never anglicised.

French words have been so assimilated that they have changed in stress and
pronunciation. So we can compare older loans like table, chair, court, peace
{which are never thought to be of French origin) with connoisseur, amateur,
chef, valet, garage — all of which retain something from the French sounds.
They have not been fully assimilated. Also early French borrowings have
generally adopted the native English system of stress— as in honour, reason,
virtue, favour {the vowel sounds of which have also become completely
English). But such words as connoisseur, bizarre, facade tend to show a
stressed final syllable which is un-English.

The development French in modern English shows well how vocabulary may
indicate the history, especially the social history of a nation. Besides the
military and naval terms we find trading and social words. The following are
some 16th century French words still in use: pilot, sally, brigantine,
rendezvous, partisan, cache, volley, indigo, vase, moustache, piquant, machine,
The French were (and still are) renowned for their culinary skills. The
animals, as they were reared by the servants, the natives, retained their
English names in their lifetime (ox, cow, calf, sheep, swine, boar, deer) but
the moment they came to the dinner table for the masters® consumption, they
received French names: beef, veal, mutton, pork, bacon, bravwn, venison. The
superiority of the French cwisine is attested by words like sauce, boil, fry,
toast, pasty, soup, sausage, jelly, dainty, and others. Though breakfast 1s
English, the more wholesome meals of the day, the funch and the dinner, and
the feasts in general are all French.
On the whole, the masters knew how to
enjoy life. The French influence also |A hybrid is a composite word
showcases an adaptation of a different |formed of elements from
kind of a lifestyle and appreciation of flifferent languages. For
nature. The list includes words like: joy, |iDstance, here you are
. _ reading about the French
pleasure, delight, ease, comfort, flowers,
. affixes (prefixes and suffixes)
Jruits, and others. We can also find words . .
) . which are added to native or
related to different games and pastime

activities. chase, hunt, brace, couple,
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leash, falcon, scent, track, cards, dice, ace, deuce, tray, and others. We may
also include the terms related to garments and dress in this category: apparel,
dress, costume, garment, etc.

The French were the teachers of the English people were always

English in most matters related to art. Not | gond of borrowing words from

only words as art, beauty, paint, colour, | different languages. It has
image, design, etc there are also a great |heen estimated that 70 per
number of special words of technical |cent of English lexicon is
importance, for instance the words foreign | made of loan words while in
words to make new words related to [Old English it is a mere S per
architecture: arch, tower, pillar, vault, |cent. This behaviour of the
porch, palace, castle, manor, mansion, language speakers, which

etc. The professionals who came into a |Amounts to a kind of imitation
of the others, gives rise to so

many synonyms and also the
idiosyncrasies of the language,

closer contact with the upper class also
received a French name: failor, butcher,
painter, carpenter, joiner, and so on.

At this point of time you must refer to the introduction and realize that the
emerging bilingualism of the English was instrumental in the survival of
both the native words and their corresponding foreign loans. This habit of the
speakers gave rise to the existence of synonyms. However, you must keep in
mind that the two words would never have the same implication. With the
French loan words the foreign loan is more formal, polite and refined and is
more official, whereas, the native word is more informal, fundamental and
closer to the nation‘s heart. For example, a coffage is finer than a hut, aid
15 more formal than the humble and heartfelt selp, commence i1s more literary
than begin, nourish 1s more scientific than feed, and so on. You can well
understand the first ones in the above pairs are French while the latter ones
are English.

Finally we may take a quick look at the hybrids. A few example of the
popular French affixes would include:

Suffixes: shepherd—ess, mile—age, enlighten—ment, pay—ee, picture—
esque, drunk—ard, etc.

Prefixes: en—slave, demi—god, etc.
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o After the beginning of the sixteenth century, French became the source of
particular classes of erudite and technical words. These words are used
mostly by the educated class and they retain their original pronunciation.
Words borrowed in the 16" century: pilot, rendezvous, moustache, vase, etc.

e The 17% century was of more significance for the French influence as there
was close contact between the two nations in matters of literature and social
intercourse. French was the fashionable language at court. French dramatic
models influenced Restoration drama. At the same time the borrowings of
military technical terms and others of commerce continued: dragoon, stockade,
reprimand, ballet, burlesque, champagne, coquette, liaison, verve, ndive,
tableau, rapport, decor, forte, soup, group, and quart,

e The 18™ century saw the continued borrowing from French including military
terms and diplomatic ones. At the end of the century appear a few special
words called forth by the French Revolution. 18th century terms include:
emigre, guillotine, regime, corps, manoeuvre, tricolour, depot, salon, bureau,
canteen, coterie, brochure, rouge, picnic, ennui, police. Other words include:
guillotine, manoeuvre, espionage, tricolour, fusillade, canteen, critique.

e The 19* century was the richest of all periods in French loans since the
Middle English times, especially in terms of art and letters, of textiles and
furniture, and of course military words:

e Military — barrage, chassis
m Furniture — reticule, parquet, bric-a-brac

m Art and Literature — resume, cliché, rococo, Renaissance, matinee, motif,
premiere

e Dress — rosette, profile, crepe, beret, suede

@ Food - restaurant, menu, sauté, soufflé, gratin

® Social — raconteur, chauffeur, elite, debutante, chic, risqué

m Diplomatic — attaché, clientele, prestige, impasse, charge, dossier

e In the twentieth century the process of borrowing has continued: revue, vers
libre, fuselage, hanger, limousine, camouflage. There 1s little doubt that the
general process of taking in words from French, some permanently others
temporarily, is still alive. Generally we may recognise a recent entrant by its
retention of most or all of its French pronunciation and stress. A tendency
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in recent borrowings has been to take in whole phrases either as they stand
in French or by a literal translation. Thus we have enfant terrible* and goes
without saying* which is a translation of wva sans dire’. Altogether English
has taken from French several thousand words most of them before and
during the Renaissance and quite a number during the 16th and 17th
centuries. In some words, a process of assimilation was at work because
there happened to be resemblance between the French words and older
native ones. Thus we cannot say how much_rich® owes to O.E._rice’ or
French_riche’. French isle’ resembled O.E. iland® which became island‘.
There was similarity between O.E. hege' and French haie® which run
together in _hay‘. There is some confusion between English rest® (repose)
and French_rest* (remainder) — in this case they have coexisted as homonyms,

The French language has undergone considerable changes since the date
when the Normans brought it into England. These changes are reflected in
the comparison between the Old French loans that came pouring into the
language for about one hundred and fifty years after the Norman Conquest
and later borrowings which came from Parisian French or Central French.

1. Norman French & sound was changed into Parisian French ¢/ sound. In
modern English, the word cafch (with & sound), came from Norman
French while the word chase (with ¢/ sound) was later introduced from
Parisian French {(Central French).

ii. Norman French ¢/ sound (as in ¢hin) was changed into Parisian French
s sound. In modern English, the words charnge, launch, have come from
Norman French, while the words champagne, lance, Charlotte (feminine
of older Charles), etc. (with s sound have come later from Parisian
French.

iii. Norman French w was changed into Parisian French g. In Modern
English, the words like warden, wage, etc. came from Norman French,
while the words guardian, gage have come from Parisian French.

iv. In many cases the g of Norman French has changed into j in Parisian
French. And the curious fact is that the word gao/ has preserved its
Northern (Norman) spelling, but it is pronounced, and sometimes written
Jail with j of Parisian French.

v. Some early French loan words have been curiously reshaped into thhe
recent forms into which French has meanwhile developed. E.g. Old
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French viage (used by Chaucer) has been reshaped into the new form
voyage;, leal (old form) has been reshaped into loyal (new formy); flaute
(old form) has been changed into flute (new form).

vi. Some early French loan words have changed their meanings in both
languages, e.g. M.E. douter which as in O.F. dowuter meant to fear® (cf.
redoubt) has changed its meaning in both the languages. Similarly M.E.
danger was at first adopted in the Old French sense of dominion,
power’, but the old meaning was changed and the present meaning was
developed in France first and then it was adopted in England too.

The different pronunciations of French loan words, certain reshaping of the Old
French loans and change of meanings of a few loans in the light of Modern French
bear testimony to the fact that between the French and the English uninterrupted

contact must have been going on.

2.8.3 French Influence on Grammar and Phonetics

o Simplification of English grammar by way
of reducing Old English inflexions had
already began with the coming of the
Scandinavians much before the Norman
Conquest. With the French influence the
process was accelerated. This was mainly
due to the stress shift. The English had
the predilection (or tendency) of stressing
on the first syllable. So the pronunciation

The accusative case has
survived in English only in
pronouns. For example, I and
we are in nominative case. The
corresponding accusative case
forms of these pronouns are
me and us

of the inflectional endings of Old English words became more and more
indistinct whereby, at some point of time the endings became altogether
redundant. The originally distinct inflectional vowel endings like «,0,u,e
were reduced to an indeterminate vowel sound which came to be written e.
For example, the adjective ‘blinde (blind) had a singular form ‘blinda’ and
a plural form ‘blindan’. The inflectional distinction decayed and both
singular and plural became ‘blinde’. The Final weak ‘e’ dropped out later on.

e As the grammatical systems of the two languages were very different, the
loanwords are borrowed in different forms. Old English and Norman French
were both inflectional languages, i.e. nouns and pronouns had different
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forms for different cases. Nouns and Adjectives were usually taken in the
accusative case. For example the proper name Stephen or Steven. The French
name was Stevyns, which had the accusative form without the —s
ending(Stevyn), which was adopted in English

The process of the formation of nouns in _er’ has been taken from the French
- baker, butcher, painter, carpenter.

When verbs were borrowed English, it is the stem of the French present
plural that served as basis of the borrowed form. For instance, the verb
survivre is conjugated in the present plural from as nous survivez (we
survive), Thus when the verb was borrowed, the basis was swrvivez not
survivre (i.e., the infinitive), hence, in English the word became, to survive.
Similarly, the verb punir, conjugated in the present plural form as nous
punissons, gave rise to the verb fo punish in English; again, finir, conjugated
as nous finissions gave rise to the verb to finish in English; the French verb
dejeuner, conjugated as nous dejeunons gave rise fo dine, and so on.

French verbs in their infinitive forms are sometimes borrowed in English as
nouns because of their ending in the —er*: dinner, remainder, user, etc.; and
from these nouns new verbs in English were formed: dine, remain, use, etc.
however, some French infinitives were borrowed intact as verbs, such as
render, surrender, etc.

A lot of synonyms, one already known as an English word, and one picked
up from association with French, became current in Middle English literature.
Among these doublets are charity and love, despair and unhope, lord and
sire, glass and mirror. French synonyms were considered finer and English
ones rather vulgar: so cottage was preferable to hut, dress to clothe. But
amity lacks the warmth of friendship. There are similar shades of difference
between English and French synonyms: help expresses greater dependence
and need than French aid; people have a greater political and social
implication than folk; English hearty is warmer than the French cordial. In
some cases the chief difference between the native word and the French
synonym is that the former is more colloquial and the latter more literary:
begin and commence, hide and conceal, inner interior, feed nourish.

In the formation of plural, Old French had a nominative without any ending
{ cas’) were made to conform to the general rule (singular case/ plural cases).
As to the verbs the stem of the French present plural served as the basis for
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the English form: thus ge survis’ became_survive’,_re solvons’ became
resolve. Where the French infinitive was imported it was generally in a
substantival function: dinner, remainder, rejoinder, merger, user (from dine,
remain, rejoin, merge, use — which are the corresponding verbs).

e French words also caused some changes in the pronunciation. French words
having long [i] sound got diphthongized into [ai], e.g., fine, price, lion; the
long [u], written as ou‘ changed into [au], e.g., spouse, devour. This change
is due to what we have discussed at the beginning of this section, i.e., the
importance of the first syllable in English pronunciation. This habit was
unconsciously extended to foreign words when they were first adopted.
However, if you go back to the later French loans, you will find that these
words have retained their original French pronunciation. It is because by this
time the English language was mature enough to borrow the words as they

WEre,

e We have a sort of hybridism, a fusion of two languages when

i.

i,

1v.

vi,

an English inflexional ending i1s added to a French word — as in the
genitive ~the Duke’s children

. verbal nouns in _ing* formed from French words — preaching, serving

nouns formed by adding English suffix ness’ to French words —
faintness, closeness,

similarly courtship, companionship, martyrdom were formed by adding
_ship*, _dom*

. a great many adjectives in _ful® (beautiful, powerful), and less’

(artless m colourless) and _ly* {courtly, princely) were also formed

The most fertile English derivative ending is _able’. It is added to
substantives in comparatively few cases — serviceable, companionable.
Its proper sphere of usefulness is in forming adjectives from verbs —
drinkable, answerable, unmistakable, from which we again make nouns
by adding the suffix y/ly‘ — eg unmistakably. This practice is extended
to group words also though words like _get-at-able‘, _come-at-able are
more used in conversation than in writing,

Some words which were originally taken from French have proved so useful
and indispensable in the English vocabulary that they have thrived and added
more and more derivatives, but they have become nearly obsolete in French
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itself. One such word is _aim‘ both as noun and verb. We have in English
aimer, aimful, aimless from the original word. But in French the two verbs
from which it originates esmer’ and aasmer‘ have totally disappeared.
Similar is the use of _entrance’. Also such pairs of words as saloon and
salon, suit and suite, liquor and liqueur prove that the French influence has
not been confined to a particular period and that French words have appeared
in more than one shape according to the age of import into English.

284

Summing up the French Influence

The French were the masters. Thus, their influence was more holistic and
absolute in nature. Moreover, they were much more advanced compared to
the English and hence their words invaded the native language in every
aspect, starting from the administration to the aesthetics.

The French language also influenced English grammar particularly in the
borrowing of nouns, verbs and adjectives, which were taken from specific
grammatical forms.

The French pronunciation pattern had an impact on English phonetics,
particularly in the development of some diphthongs.

2.8.5 Comprehension Exercises

Essay-Type (20 marks)

1.

LN

Show how, from the nature and extent of the French borrowings, we can get
an idea of the social relationship of the Normans and the Saxons.

The philologist Otto Jespersen has called English loan words some of the
milestones of general history’ Show how, Scandinavian and French loan
words can help us reconstruct the early history of England.

. How did the Scandinavian and French influences contribute to the development

of modern English from Old English?

Mid-length questions (10 marks)

1.

What was the impact of the French influence on English phonetics and
grammar?



NSOU « CC-EG-01 99

2. Show how the English nation was formed from the intermingling of different
kinds of people.

3. In which spheres of life was the French influence on the English language
most pervasive? Elucidate with examples.

Short questions (5 marks)
1. What do we know about the earliest inhabitants of Britain?
2. The French words appearing in English before 1250 affected which sphere
of living?
. Does English retain traces of the Celts and the Romans?
. How did the Anglo-Saxons come to settle in Britain?

Who were the Normans? Why did they come to Britain?

o n s W

. Write short philological notes on: dinmer, beef, veal, chauffenr, royal,
government, clergy, baptism, sermon, angel.
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2.9.0 Introduction

2.9.1 Chaucer and his works

2.9.2 The General Prologue

2.9.3 The Wife of Bath (General Prologue — Text) with Annotations
2.9.4 Paraphrase
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2.9.6 Summing Up

2.9.7 Comprehension Exercises

2.9.8 Suggested Reading List

2.9.0 Introduction

The contribution of Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400) to modern English literature,
especially poetry is immense. The introduction of socially relevant issues in the realm
of literary creation, shifting the focus from the religious to the secular, began with
Chaucer. The term ‘modern’ here is used more in an inclusive sense to denote the
era beginning from the Renaissance age, than any particular time frame. Trends in
English writing in the hands of Chaucer showed marked dissimilarities from the
previous ages i.e. the Old English and early Middle English periods. His models were
the classical, the Italian and French writers whom he read profusely. The ease in style
and familiarity of tone made his works entertaining as well as instructive in a very
subtle way. Among his works, ‘The Canterbury Tales’ is universally acknowledged
as the best of his literary creation. Within the framework of a pilgrimage, he
introduces the reader to a cross-section of medieval society. The Prologue to the
tales includes a set of characters, each replete with his or her own idiosyncrasies,

001
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offering a rare insight into human nature. The Wife of Bath is one such character.
In a society where women were still not recognized as individuals, the Wife of Bath
stands head and shoulders above her male compatriots, a vividly drawn portrait of a
fiercely independent woman. This Unit will acquaint you with the subtly nuanced
character portrayal skills of the ‘Father of English Poetry’.

2.9.1 Chaucer’s Life and his Works

In Mod 1 Unit 3 you have had a brief introduction to the poetry of Geoffrey
Chaucer, which might have given you some idea as to why he is given the epithet
of the ‘Father of English Poetry’. Here we shall dwell a bit upon the personal details
of his life, to give you an idea of the interesting makings of the man and the
vivacious poet.

You will be surprised to know that the poet we are now studying was the son
of a wine merchant! He was born in London around the year 1340. He not only
enjoyed the benefits of town life, but also the proximity of court hife. The brilliant
court of King Edward III and life there offered him tremendous opportunities for self
enhancement. In 1357, he was made a member of the household of Elizabeth, wife
of Lionel, son of Edward III. As a page boy, he had to constantly attend to his
masters- being busy in the hall, serving dishes, wine and at the end of the meal,
kneeling with the water bowl. The pages attended their masters even in their
chambers, brushing and polishing their clothes. While waiting for orders, Chaucer
spent his leisure hours observing and learning about his masters. He acquired
proficiency in music, dancing, chess and above all perfected himself in the formalities
of address and the art of conversation in English and French Chaucer’s art and
imagination were shaped by his experiences in court.

Even before going into the creative world of Chaucer, you can well understand
how keenly receptive a man he was to life around! Without doubt, such
perceptivity would in a big way have shaped his responses to life and its
depiction in his art.

Chaucer’s works depict contemporary England, where people readily accepted
the authority of the church and its teachings. The village parson, parish clerk,
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travelling monk or prioress were as
much to be seen in real life as in the
pages of Chaucer. The focus of
religious life was the church building,
The Wife of Bath refers to her constant

The octosyllable or octosyllabic
verse is a line of verse with eight
syllables. It is equivalent to tetrameter
verse in iambs or trochees in languages
with a stress pattern. Its first occurrence

is in a 10th-century Old French saint’s
legend, the Fie de Saint Leger, another
early use is in the early 12th-century
Anglo-Norman Voyage de saint
Brendan. It is often used in French,
Italian, Spanish and Portuguese poetry.
In Medieval French literature, the
octosyllabic rhymed couplet was the
most common verse form used in verse
chronicles, romances (the romans), lais
and dits. The meter reached Spain in the
14th century, although commonly with
a more varied rhyme scheme than the
couplet.

attendance at church for marriages or
other services of the Church.. The
pages of Chaucer, Gower, Langland,
together with many satirical poems of
thefourteenth century are full of
passages that reflect the many abuses
of the time. Chaucer is recognised as
the creator of the English versification.
The octosyllabic line was in vogue
when Chaucer began writing. From
France, he also imported the
decasyllabic line and under Italian
influence, made it pliable. This was to
be the heroic line.

Chaucer’s first narrative poem, The Book of the Duchess (1369) is in the dream
allegory convention. The elegiac poem is occasioned by the death of the
Duchess Blanche, first wife of John the Gaunt. Chaucer’s constant interactions with
well-bred women gave him the intimate knowledge of good society of which he
made full use in his innumerable feminine portraits.

In The House of Fame (1380), he returns to the dream vision. It is an unfinished
poem, the subject matter based on the Aeneid . In his dream, the poet finds himself
in a glass temple adorned with images of the famous and their deeds. With the help
of the very interesting character of the philosophic eagle, the poet goes through the
House of Fame. He meditates on the nature of Fame and the role of the poet in
reporting the lives of the famous. Chaucer’s imaginative faculties are revealed in his
splendid description of the magnificent castle,

The poem 1s regarded as the first of Chaucer’s Italian-influenced period and there
are echoes of the works of Boccaccio, Ovid, Virgil’s Aeneid and particularly
Dante’s Divine Comedy. The work shows a significant advancement in Chaucer’s art
from the earlier Book of the Duchess.
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The poem The Pariiament of Fowls (1382) is inspired by the poet’s reading of
Somnium Scipionis in Book VI of Cicero’s De Republica. The poem begins with the
narrator reading Cicero’s Sommnium Scipionis in the hope of learning some “certeyn
thing.” The narrator then passes through Venus’s dark temple with its friezes of
doomed lovers and out into the bright sunlight where Nature is convening a
parliament at which the birds all choose their mates. The description of the garden
in the poem is very like the setting of Roman de la Rose. He soon comes upon the
goddess Nature presiding over the birds, who have come to choose their mates on St.
Valentine’s Day. Three tercel eagles make their case for the hand of a formel eagle
until the birds of the lower estates begin to protest and launch into a comic
parliamentary debate, which Nature herself finally ends. None of the tercels wins the
formel, for at her request Nature allows her to put off her decision for another year.
Nature, as the ruling figure, in allowing the formel the right to choose not to choose
is acknowledging the importance of free will, which is ultimately the foundation of
a key theme in the poem. Nature allows the other birds, however, to pair off. The
dream ends with a song welcoming the new summer. The dreamer awakes,
still unsatisfied, and returns to his books, hoping still to learn the thing for which
he seeks.

Within the garden, we are meant to contrast Venus and Nature. Venus personifies
passionate, carnal love. Nature personifies the creative, reproductive force and also
represents order and harmony manifest in God’s scheme of creation. The poem thus
presents the major problem of the dualism of the world and the subsidiary comment
on the two kinds of love.

‘Troilus and Crisevde’ (1385) is a profound and moving treatment of love. A
tragedy, set against the backdrop of the Trojan War, it tells of the love of a faithful
man for a woman who ultimately proves faithless. The source of the poem is
Boccaccio’s {1 Filostrato. Chaucer’s command over the high style is evident here.
Troilus and Cressida are deeply in love with one another, but after a period of intense
happiness, the lovers are separated when Cressida is involved in an exchange of
prisoners with the Greeks. She deserts Troilus for Diomede, a Greek warrior.
Chaucer i1s interested in the study of character and an interesting character is
Pandarus, the uncle of Criseyde. Chaucer tries to capture the flavor of antiquity as
the plot is set in pagan times.

The Canterbury Tales represents by common consent his final poetic achievement.
Chaucer may have been describing a real pilgrimage. There had been several
previous collections of tales like Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Boccaccio’s Decameron,
Gower’s Confessio Amantis. A closer parallel is afforded by the Novelle of Giovanni
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Sercambi, which actually employs the setting of a pilgrimage. It was written around
1374 And Chaucer was probably acquainted with the collection and its author.
Pilgrimages were a common feature of medieval life and the shrine of St. Thomas
Becket of Canterbury was the greatest of English pilgrimages. Chaucer was provided
an opportunity to bring together a representative group of various classes of society,
united by a common religious purpose, vet ready to give themselves over to
enjoyment. With The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer has moved away from early dream
poetry to the romance of Troilus and Criseyde and thence to the present time in
England. The set of twenty nine pilgrims set out on their pilgrimage to the shrine in
Canterbury. They assemble at Tabard’s Inn at Southwark and decide that each
pilgrim should narrate two tales on the onward journey and two on the return journey.
But the company never reaches Canterbury and only twenty three pilgrims get their
turn. Some tales are left unfinished. Chaucer’s method of handling his tales is very
sophisticated, belonging more to the French school. He is objective, detached and
says things without self- commitment. The twenty nine pilgrims are chosen from the
whole strata of medieval society. Besides their social existence, they have a
universal existence.

The framework of the tales is provided by the General Prologue, probably
composed around1387, along with individual prologues. The intention was to convey
verisimilitude, if not realism. The Prologue offers the reader a proper perspective
from which to view the individual tales. The pilgrims described in the Prologue
narrate tales that correspond to their persona and enrich our understanding of the
larger picture.

2.9.2 The General Prologue

The General Prologue in Chaucer has no past model. None of Chaucer’s
predecessors presented a gallery of portraits like that in the Prologue. A Prologue
is often included in collections of stories with the purpose of announcing the nature
of the tales to follow or the circumstances under which the tales are told. The
General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales does not reveal such a purpose until the
end. The major part of it is designed, not simply as an introduction but on the model
of an independent genre, that of the estates satire .

These were widespread through medieval Western Europe. The various estates
or classes and professions in society are the subject matter Estates satire aim to give
an analysis of society in terms of hierarchy, social function and morality; the object
being to show how far each falls short of the ideal to which it should conform.
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The simplest division of society was into three estates, those who fight, those
who pray and those who labour typified by the knight, the priest and the ploughman.
The satire starts from the top and works down through different examples to
peasants. Women were treated as an estate to themselves. The Wife of Bath is
capable of counterbalancing some twenty seven men. The basic tripartite division of
society 1s reflected in Chaucer’s making his Knight, Parson and Ploughman the three
ideal characters on the pilgrimage. Chaucer gives us a chance collection of individuals
from real society from professions one might actually find on a pilgrimage in
fourteenth century England.

The Prologue leads straight on to the Knight’s tale. The originality of the
connecting narrative material has been widely recognized. Once the first choice has
been made and the Knight begins his story, what happens after this is as natural and
haphazard as life itself. The host, Harry Bailly comes to life as the pilgrims ride on.
He has the same name as Henricus Bailly or Bailiff, known to have been an
innkeeper in Southwark and a Member of Parliament from that borough. He rebukes
his flock with little respect to status if he thinks their stories are boring. Chaucer for
all his intelligence and piety has no spiritual vision. He rarely condemns and is no
zealous reformer. He has a subtle mind too convinced of the badness of the world.
He maintains a courtly, well-bred, imperturbable front. In the Prologue he is a
descriptive poet with convictions but also an appreciation of types. The attitude of
comic satire predominates. The higher aristocracy is excluded as also the life of the
great mass of the really poor. This is because the characters of the highest and the
lowest were not suitable for comic treatment. In the Prologue we see a middling
people and we see them through Chaucer’s eyes from a slightly superior moral and
social station. Tolerance, moderation and pity are the abiding qualities which help
to keep Chaucer’s poetry close to life.

The pilgrims are individuals as also representative. Many of them exhibit types
of character or of professional conduct. The clergy, regular and secular, are included
and there are also represented the learned professions of law and medicine, the
merchants and the crafismen of the guild, officials of the manor, the sailor and the
common peasant farmer.

Chaucer does not consciously try to maintain any social hierarchy while introducing
the characters in the Prologue. The Knight, who is the first pilgrim described is a
replica of the ideal knight of the middle ages. He is said to have just returned from
the Crusades, where he has rendered invaluable service. He has not even changed his
clothes, he is described as wearing the muddied and blood stained tunic. It is his
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religious fervor that has brought him to join the merry party. Heroic prospects are
tempered by religious prospects in the knight. Chaucer endows him with the qualities
of chivalry, love of freedom, honour and courtesy. The Squire, who is the Knight’s
son, comes next. He is a character from the new generation and so does not care for
the spiritual values of the old world. His character is defined by his love for rich and
fashionable clothes and ardor for his beloved. The Yeoman serves as the connecting
link between the courtly group and the religious group. Of the women characters, the
Prioress is a typical medieval nun, who comes from an aristocratic family. For many
dowerless women of the age, this was a ready option. It is a beautiful merging of the
aristocratic, romantic heroine and nun. The phrase ‘simple and coy’ is a formula of
approval for courtly heroines. She has the courtly name ‘Eglentyne’ with its
association of white and red roses to which poetic heroines are compared. She is an
imperfect Prioress and not quite right as a courtly lady either. Her French is the
provincial convent school variety. Chaucer’s method is to treat as positive virtues all
the things that the satirists regarded as topics for condemnation. She displays the
difference between the woman and her office. And all this is done in an apparently
simple narrative pattern, where the reader is to make out the differences between the
ideal and the actuall

The Monk is also in a thoroughly inappropriate profession. The Knight's
portrait serves as a foil to the Monk’s portrait. The Knight rides out for love of
chivalry, whereas the Monk loves to ride out to go hunting. Chaucer includes the
materials for anti-romantic satire.

The Friar’s betrayal of his calling is radical. Chaucer’s method is not invective
customary in anti-mendicant satire. The Friar comes with a set of epithets and
attributes that in other circumstances might be complimentary, he is ‘worthy’. The
three pilgrims in religious orders show a steady decline in standard. His technique in
these portraits is to appear to praise the ecclesiastical pilgrims for qualities which are
either trivial or irrelevant to their holy profession, as in the case of the Prioress, or
totally opposed to it. Readers are not left with a negative impression of these
pilgrims. Their vices are natural human weaknesses.

The Merchant represents the class he belongs to, it is the new capitalist society.
This class in Chaucer’s time held the nation’s purse strings. His clothes and
demeanour are indicative of his success in business. Chaucer does not show much
interest in him.
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The Clerk’s defining characteristics are his devotion to logic and his horse’s
leanness. He is the archetypal impoverished student. Logic was the pursuit of
wisdom. The Clerk though no theologian, is no less pious for having chosen the more
secular branch of learning. He prays for those who have provided him with the means
to study.

The Sergeant of Law and Franklin enjoy the pleasures of worldly life taking full
advantage of their professions. The Franklin’s love of good food betrays his
materialism and the fact that his table is always ready for guests is not meant to
signify that his generosity is a moral attribute.

The inclusion of a Haberdasher, a Dyer, a Carpenter, a Weaver, and a Carpet-
maker reaffirm Chaucer’s commitment towards social reality. The Doctor too i1s a
worthy man as his knowledge of medicine is sound and he takes ever opportunity of
showing off his merits but we are told that he has amassed all the gold he has during
pestilences in the country.

One of the most interesting characters in the Prologue is that of the Wife of Bath.
No single motif dominates this portrait. She is deaf, she has a loud voice and would
rather listen to herself than to others. Her vices might include pride, wrath, envy,
immodesty, lust and so on. Chaucer steers clear from leveling moral accusations
against her and chooses to stress on her professional pre-eminence, her clothes,
marital status, conduct in church and her sociability. She appears larger than life. She
is so widely travelled that only the Kmght and the Shipman have travelled farther
than she has. She has been to Jerusalem three times and it is obvious that her motive
is not simply religious, but because of her love for company; pilgrimage for her is
a cover for other activities. She is a great feminist and personification of sovereignty
and mastery over the other sex.

Chaucer’s criticism is more explicit with another set of characters. Yet he retains
the sense of humour, so that the reader is not alienated from the characters. The
Summoner and the Pardoner are two pilgrims from whom he withdraws his
sympathy. They are the worst of the religious group. The Summoner is the instrument
through whom divine justice operates in the world. His appearance is loathsome and
his actions morally corrupt. He profits from the sexual offences of the court. The
unscrupulous Pardoner misuses his authority to collect money and instead of handing
it over to the bishop, he helped himself to it. He also earned money selling relics to
the people.
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Classify Chaucer’s characters in The Prologue according to their
occupations, gender and manners. You will find interesting patterns of the
cross section of contemporary English society. You might as well tally
these with your readings from the Social History of the period.

Activity for the Learner

2.9.3. The Wife of Bath (General Prologue)

Having given a general introduction to all the characters described by Chaucer
in The Prologue, we now come to the narrative of the Wife of Bath. Notice for
yourselves the subtleties of narration in the portrait:

460

465

470

A worthy woman from beside Bath city

Was with us, somewhat deaf, which was a pity.
In making cloth she showed so great a bent
She bettered those of Ypres and of Ghent.

In all the parish not a dame dared stir

Towards the altar steps in front of her,

And if indeed they did, so wrath was she

As to be quite put out of charity.

Her kerchiefs were of finely woven ground,;

I dared have sworn they weighed a good ten pound,
The ones she wore on Sunday, on her head.

Her hose were of the finest scarlet red

And gartered tight; her shoes were soft and new.
Bold was her face, handsome, and red in hue.

A worthy woman all her life, what’s more

She’d had five husbands, all at the church door,
Apart from other company in youth,

No need just now to speak of that, forsooth.

And she had thrice been to Jerusalem,

Seen many strange rivers and passed over them;
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475

430

485

She’d been to Rome and also to Boulogne,

St. James of Compostella and Cologne,

And she was skilled in wandering by the way.
She had gap-teeth, set widely, truth to say.
Easily on an ambling horse she sat

Well wimpled up, and on her head a hat

As broad as is a buckler or a shield;

She had a flowing mantle that concealed
Large hips, her heels spurred sharply under that.
In company she liked to laugh and chat

And knew the remedies for love’s mischances,

An art in which she knew the oldest dances.

Annotations

1.

LN

L455- She is a middle aged woman and as she mentions in her Prologue,
much married, five times in all and ready for her next husband.

L456- In her Prologue, she narrates the details of her marital life. Her fifth
husband had struck her hard on her ear which caused her deafness.

L463- The kerchief was in style from the middle of the century.

L466-67- The red hose and soft shoes were highly inappropriate for the
occasion. On a pilgrimage, it was customary to dress in sober colours and
wear sturdy and simple footwear.

. L468- The red hue of her face is indicative of her lifestyle She loved good

food and led a lustful life.

L470- In her Prologue, she talks at length of her five husbands. The custom
of celebrating marriage at the church door was usual from the tenth till the
sixteenth century. The service was in two parts- the marriage proper and the
nuptial mass, afterward, celebrated at the altar.

. L471- In her Prologue, she proudly boasts of her male admirers and how she

enjoyed the company of men.

. L473- Though her actions do not suggest that she was a pious woman, she

loves to project herself as one. Chaucer ironically mentions her trips to
Jerusalem, where she may have gone for reasons other than religious ones.
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9. L475- A fragmentary image of the Blessed Virgin is venerated here. At
Cologne was the shrine of the Three Kings. Since all these places were
frequented by pilgrims, it was not unusual for the Wife of Bath to have
ventured out. As she states in her Prologue, her motives were not strictly
religious. In fact, the pilgrimage in Chaucer’s day was a favourite form of
traveling for pleasure.

10. L478- The Wife of Bath attributes her amorous nature to ‘gap- teeth’ or teeth
set widely apart.

11. L479- For a widely travelled woman riding at ease on an ambling horse was
quite natural.

12. L480, 81- Her hat suggests her fondness for dressing, regardless of the
occasion.

13. L482- the flowing mantle is the outer skirt. Her large hips are suggestive of
the weight she has gained with age.

14. L484-6- She is quite at home among strangers and laughs and chats with gay
abandon. She is quite adept in the art of love. She knows the cures of love
and all the rules of the game. With her wide experience she is acknowledged
as an authority on the subject.

2.9.4 Paraphrase

There was with us an admirable lady from Bath, who was quite an imposing
figure. It was a pity that the lady was deaf. But she had many accomplishments. She
was such a good weaver that the fame of her prowess spread far and wide She was
reputed for weaving cloth of such quality that she surpassed the famed weavers of
Ypres and Gaunt. These were famous centres of the Flemish wool trade. During the
time of church offerings, she aggressively tried to stay ahead of others and if anyone
dared to usurp what she felt was her position, the offender had to face her wrath.
Whereas the other pilgrims seemed unconcerned about their dress and appearance,
this lady was careful. She covered head in expensive handkerchiefs which must have
weighed at least ten pounds. Her hose was red in colour and tightly gartered round
her thick calves. The shoes she wore were very soft and new. She had a bold look
on her remarkable face, which shone bright and red.

She was actually a praiseworthy woman of many talents. She had five husbands
who were all dead and gone. She had honourably been married to all of them and
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her exploits had extended beyond her husbands to other young men, when she herself
was a young woman.

A deeply religious woman, she had been to Jerusalem thrice and passed over
many regions and rivers. She had been to Rome, Boulogne and Cologne as she loved
travelling. She was a habitual traveler, who loved to explore the world around her.

Her appearance was somewhat unpleasant as she had gap-teeth but it hardly
mattered to her. She rode well sitting quite comfortably on an ambling horse. She had
a wimple to cover her head as well as a broad hat. To appear young and attractive
she tried to hide her ample girth under a flowing cloak. But she knew what she was
about and so sharply used her boots to spur on the horse she was riding. She enjoyed
the company of her fellow creatures and laughed and chatted merrily with them. One
art in which she had no competitor was that of the tactics of love. She knew the
remedies and solutions to all problems concerning love and the rules governing the
workings of love.

2.9.5. Critical Understanding of the Text

Chaucer’s account of the pilgrims described in the Prologue offers an insight into
multiple issues that enrich our understanding of the middle ages and the sensibilities
of the people of the age. We do not read The Canterbury Tales merely for the stories
and so also do not read the General Prologue only to know more about the tales. The
Prologue is a unique creation of Chaucer in which he combines wit, irony, humour
and a deep understanding of human nature to create a world of the pilgrims, who
belong to the age and are for all times. His criticism of the shortcomings of the flock
is not harsh or unforgiving but tempered with a sense of toleration. This is where he
differs from Langland, whose attack on the religious orders is relentless.

Chaucer brings to life his characters with his subtle hints, insinuations and
suggestive comments rather than direct attacks except with characters like the
Summoner and the Pardoner.

The portrait of the Wife of Bath is supplemented by her own account in the
Prologue to her tale. Chaucer drew on the satirical anti-feminist literature of the age
for the Wife’s version of her life. In the Prologue to her tale, which may be read as
her confession, she reveals all the tricks of her successful domination of her
husbands. She condemns celibacy, describing her life with her five husbands and also
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confesses her womanly vices. Her assertion is a superb satire on women and her
Prologue a comedy of wifely oppression. Her story seeks an answer to the question,
“what do women most desire?” and the correct answer is “sovereignty”. This is what
she seeks to affirm through her speech and actions.

We know more about the Wife of Bath personally and perhaps more intimately
than any other pilgrim. This is because of the detailed account of herself that she
gives the reader in her Prologue. The vividness of the description makes her what we
understand as a ‘real character’. Her personal appearance does not take up more than
a line. We are told she has large hips. Chaucer begins the description with the
mention of her deafness, suggesting that she spoke more than she listened. But this
detail turns out to be significant when we get to know the reason of her deafness
from her Prologue; it was caused by the blow that she got from her fifth husband.
She is skilled in weaving and this detail is very important because it explains why
she 1s the only woman in the group who travels unaccompanied. She is one of the
few women of her time who earned her own living. She was a regular church-goer
but more concerned about her social standing and thus got angry if anyone went up
to the altar before her. Her fine stockings and footwear are signs of her prosperity.
She is an experienced lady with five husbands and other company in her youth. Her
extensive pilgrimages suggest leisure and prosperity and perhaps devotion. Her
widely spaced teeth were a sign of her flirtatious nature, and the medieval insistence
on physiognomy as upholding vital character traits would also associate this with her
lustful nature. Her bold mannish nature is suggested by her use of the sharp spurs.
Chaucer creates in her not only an individual, but also a type.

In the case of the other important woman pilgrim in the group, the Prioress, we
further observe how the irony works, by pointing out the ideals to which an
individual is expected to aspire. The characters of the pilgrims are determined by the
contrast between their estates, or occupation and the persons they actually are.
Chaucer was concerned with types as well as with persons.

Now that you have had a primary acquaintance of the characters in the Prologue,
and seen for yourselves the vivacious Wife of Bath, it would be relevant to institute
a comparative study between the two women that Chaucer shows — the Prioress and
the Wife. It 1s interesting to note that the characterization of the Prioress is extremely
subtle and the satire sympathetic. As usual, Chaucer dwells at length on the physical
details of her dress and manners. As noted previously, she shares traits of the
romantic heroine in contemporary literature. Her name, Madame Eglentyne, has the
association of elegance and beauty, not quite in keeping with the sedate nature of her
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calling. Chaucer’s intention was not to disparage her as a nun but to point out some
laxities in her conduct.

The mention of her nasal intonation need not be taken too seriously as it was
traditional with the recitative portions of the church service. So also her French
spoken in the Stratford atte Bowe style was to be expected, as her knowledge of
French was such as was derived from an English nunnery. Her immaculate table
manners are individualizing traits that make her a remarkable figure. We ought not
to read too much in the motto inscribed on her brooch, Amor vincit omnia, as it
referred both to religious and romantic love. On the other hand, the poet does not
seem to be too forgiving about her over indulgence of her pet dogs It was quite
against the rules. We are also to believe that going on a pilgrimage was not expected
of a Prioress. The ambiguity of the poet’s attitude adds layers to our perception of
the woman’s position in the middle ages.

The Wife of Bath is admirable for being a mistress of herself in spite of her
immoderation, as she does not bear any social responsibility to be a paragon of
virtue, whereas the Prioress must display exemplary conduct. The religious orders are
viewed from the perspective of idealistic behavior and any departure from convention
is unpardonable. It is therefore difficult to group the two women characters in the
same category. They belong to a society where different standards apply to the
various classes of individuals.

2.9.6 Summing up

1. Geoffrey Chaucer represented his age as well as influenced later writers. He
was the foremost writer of the Middle ages whose works looked forward to
the future with respect to style, technique and subject matter.

2. His art was influenced by the French style of writing. He did away with the
heavy and antiquated style of the middle ages and made his lines easy and
flexible.

. He brought the French decasyllabic line to England, instead of the weak
octosyllabic line. He used it in much of his later poetry.

LN

4. Though Chaucer did not belong to the royalty, his employment as a page boy
in the court and royal household shaped his art. His close acquaintance with
the nobility is evident in many of his of the poems he wrote like The Book
of the Duchess.
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5. Chaucer’s works depict contemporary London with all classes of people
engaged in myriad activities. Corruption at various levels i1s pointed out.

6. Dream vision poetry was a common form in the middle ages. Chaucer’s The
Book of the Duchess, House of Fame and Parliament of Fowls are dream
vision poems.

7. His most famous work 1s The Canterbury Tales, written around 1374. It has
the framework of a pilgrimage. A group of twenty nine pilgrims set out on
a pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. To pass the
time, they plan to entertain themselves by telling tales as they halt in the inn
at Southwark.

8. The company includes people from all walks of life, and all have their
idiosyncrasies, which makes them a merry band of pilgrims, out to have
some fun as they travel

9. One of the most interesting and complex character is that of the Wife of
Bath. She is alone a match for the many male pilgrims who accompany her.

10. The Wife of Bath has had five husbands in the past and is ready for the sixty.
She is a skilled weaver and a much traveled woman. Her dress, appearance
and ways suggest her affluence.

11. Many of the details about this lady offer us a glimpse into the intricacies of
Chaucer’s insight into the social realities of the age as well as his understanding
of human nature.

12. Chaucer i1s a writer whose keen observation of the people and life around
him and vivid imagination bring to life the pilgrims, whose journey to
Canterbury symbolizes the journey of life itself.

2.9.7 Comprehension Exercises

Long-answer type:

1. Which features of the Wife of Bath’s persona make her a memorable
character?

2. Assess the contribution of Chaucer as a poet who brought in a new style and
outlook to English poetry.
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3. What have you learnt of the structure of The Canterbury Tales and the
character sketches in the General Prologue?

4. In what ways does the General Prologue reflect Chaucer’s contemporary
life?
Mid-length questions:

1. Compare and contrast the Wife of Bath with the other woman character in
the Prologue, the Prioress.

2. Give a sketch of the character of the Wife of Bath.

3. Comment on the use of irony and humor in the portrayal of the Wife of Bath.

Short-answer type :

1. What, according to you, are the advantages of Chaucer’s choice of the motif
of pilgrimage to describe his characters?

2. How important was religion in the lives of the people of the middle ages?

3. Why do you think the manners of the Prioress inappropriate to her social
position?

4. Describe in short the physical appearance of the Wife of Bath.

5. Comment on the physical characteristics of the Wife of Bath as described by
Chaucer.

2.9.8 Suggested Reading List

1. David Aers — Chaucer

2.  S.S.Hussey— Chaucer: An Introduction

3. D.S. Brewer — Chaucer

4. Helen Cooper— Oxford Guides to Chaucer

5. Piero Boitani and Jill Mann(Eds)— Cambridge Companion to Chaucer
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2.10.0 Introduction

In this Unit, we will trace for you the development of drama as an art form in
Britain. You will discover how very different the purposes and origins of English
drama were, from the classical drama about which you will study in Core Course 2.
Notice in course of this Unit the intricate connections between performance and
religion, and finally how English drama came to acquire a secularised nature. At the
end of this Unit, you should have a fair idea of the history of drama and dramaturgy
in England, which will be of much use not just as a piece of history but in your
subsequent studies on Modern Drama as well.

2.10.1 The Beginning of Drama in Europe: Greek and
Latin Drama

Drama in Europe began in ancient Greece in 6™ century B.C. The type of drama
which originated was tragedy. It was initially part of religious rituals, most probably
associated with the worship of Dionysus, the Greek god of wine. The literary
meaning of tragedy is ‘goat song’, suggesting significant link with sacrifice of goats

116
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during the religious festival. It retained its religious links in several ways, for
example, the plots were taken from Greek mythology, which was a part of Greek
religion. The plays raised high moral questions and posed moral dilemmas. For a
long time, authors were not permitted to make comments or bring in political
references. No violence was permitted on stage, all deaths being reported. The
chorus, a singing group of actors, remained a part of Greek tragedy throughout,
although with gradually diminishing importance. The actors wore masks and costumes
and special footwear to give them heights and made their movements stately and
slow. Comedy developed later. Aristotle opines that comedy developed from phallic
songs sung during the festivals of Dionysus.

Athenian theatre was all about open air performance, with excellent acoustics.
The entire local population attended the performances. The actors were few in
number, beginning with one and gradually going up to three, but no more There
were competitions among playwrights during the festivals and the names of the most
famous playwrights which have come down to us from the festivals are Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Euripides. The most famous writers of comedy were Aristophanes and
Menander. Although no complete play by Menander has survived, he is credited with
the writing of a new kind of comedy, with a theme of romantic interest and stock
characters. This new comedy influenced the two best known Roman playwrights,
Plautus and Terence.

After the Romans conquered Greece they adopted Greek theatre, like many other
features of Greek civilisation, for their own culture. But Roman drama never rose to
the same heights. Roman theatres were built in large open public areas, so that a large
audience could be accommodated. Although it did not have a religious origin like
Greek drama, it is of interest to note that the stage usually had a structure like an
alter, which was used as a shelter by characters, as in Plautus’s Mosteliaria Plays,
both tragedy and comedy, were of two broad types, — those based on Greek subjects
and those based of Roman subjects. The actors were professionals, often slaves. The
tragic writer whose name and plays have survived for posterity is Seneca. Seneca’s
plays were closet plays and had a strong influence on Elizabethan tragedy.

All surviving Roman comedies are based on Greek subjects and the two best
known names are those of Titus Maccius Plautus (Plautus) and Publius Terentius
Afer (Terence). In adapting Greek comedy to Roman taste, they made several
changes. For example, they removed the previous prominent role of the chorus and
used an episodic structure. The music became a supplement to the dialogues. The
action usually took place in the street outside the residence of the characters. Some
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of the stock characters of Roman comedy which became the lasting legacy of
European comedy are the bachelor who falls in love with a young girl and marries
her after overcoming many odds, the old man, usually the father of the young girl,
who poses obstacles to the young lovers, the braggart soldier who is actually a
coward, the parasite, generally a servant, a matron, who is the mother or the wife,
the young girl who initially seems unsuitable, but later proves to be ideally suited to
marry the hero.

The decline of the Roman empire, the political chaos, the barbarian invasions, all
contributed to the slow demise of Roman theatre . The rise of Christianity was also
a major factor. The Christians were highly critical of the growing immorality in the
theatres. They were especially antagonistic to the mime plays, which not only used
themes like murder, adultery etc, but also targeted the scriptures and the Christians.
Naturally, when the Christians attained political power, with Christianity becoming
the official religion of the Roman Empire, the church denounced all kinds of
theatrical performances. With the fall of the Empire Roman drama disappeared. For
five hundred years the field of drama in Europe lay fallow.

2.10.2 The Birth of Vernacular Drama

By an irony of history, the Christian church, which had been directly and
indirectly responsible for the death of Classical drama, was to be the chief contributing
factor behind the birth of modern drama in the vernacular languages. Dramatic
elements were already dormant in the rituals of the Catholic Church. Faced with the
problem of explaining the mysteries of Christianity to an illiterate population, the
clergy took recourse to explicatory and visual presentations of the scriptures . Around
the 9% century we first find that words were being added to the text of the missal
(hturgical book containing instructions and text for the mass). The earliest example
is known as the ‘Quem quaeritis’ (*Of whom you seek”™ ). It is a trope in Latin, which
is a paraphrase of the dialogue between angels and the three Marys at the tomb of
Christ, as implied in the Gospel of St. Matthew. The priests also began to enact the
roles, with two dressed in white acting as angels while three dressed in black were
the Marys. So successful did these Easter presentations prove that similar ceremonies
were introduced at Christmas. With slight changes in the dialogues, the trope was
adapted to present a dialogue between angels and the shepherds who came to adore
Christ. Gradually other characters were added and the dialogues were expanded.
Thus drama was born anew in the cradle of the church.
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Medieval drama also had other sources like pre-Christian seasonal festivals, St.
George and Robin Hood plays, Maypole dances and other folk activities, but we do
not have enough surviving material about them. We cannot even draw a line of
continuity between the origins of English drama in the Middle English period and the
classical drama of Greece and Rome which had much earlier stopped being a vital
force. The only remnant of classical drama can be located in the mimes or
professional strolling players who were found throughout the Middle English period
in diverse parts of Europe. However, Middle English drama owes very little to them.

The dramatised presentations of the clergy were considered to possess instructional
lessons and were popular at Easter and such other feasts. The writers also sought sources
in New Testament stories like the Annunciation as well as the Nativity and gradually
began to use the popular stories of the Old Testament such as those of the Fall, Noah
and Daniel. Gradually liturgical drama which was enacted within the Church underwent
expansion, with additional characters and dialogues and came out into the courtyard.
Then with the clergymen dissociating themselves from such plays, it moved to the
village square or to the marketplace. Once this shift took them outside the church
premises, Latin easily gave way to English, for the demand for vernacular modes of
representation was a long standing insipient longing. These plays were performed in
the open. By this time the liturgy or church service element was almost gone. The plays
had begun to tell long, elaborate stories and included a number of characters, not only
Biblical, but sometimes ingenuously devised, for example the Marys would go and
talk to an ‘unguent dealer’ before anointing the body of Crucified Chnist. But the religious
element remained strong, since the Bible stories were dramatised. The English plays
based on Bible stories and liturgy are called the Miracle plays or the Mystery plays. We
have used the term ‘Miracle plays’ here.

2.10.3 Miracle Plays

Miracle plays developed quite rapidly in the thirteenth century and by the
fourteenth century there was an evolution of complete cycles of plays. Since the
enactment of the plays was now no longer confined within the church, suitable
seasons were required for the performances. The feast of Corpus Christi {in May or
June) established in 1264 and confirmed in 1311, was considered to be a perfect day
for the performance of miracle plays, both because of the time of the year and also
because it was a procession in which dramatic performances were staged on wagons
(‘pageants’) which moved to different spots of the locality. As drama gradually came
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to acquire secular dimensions, control of performances passed to the trade guilds
which were responsible for the dramatic productions. Each guild selected a separate
episode from a cycle and it involved not only considerable expenditure but also
ingenuity as far as the arrangement of the superstructure and stage properties were
concerned. Nearly complete cycles of miracle plays survive from the cities of
Chester, York and Wakefield. The 4™ Miracle play cycle is known as the Coventry
plays , or the ‘Ludus Coventrae’, though opinions differ as to whether the plays were
really presented in the town of Coventry.

The Chester cycle, composed between 1350 and 1450, contains twenty-five plays
beginning with the Fall of Satan and ending with the Day of Judgement. The plays are
written in eight-line stanzas with tail rhyme. The stories are simple with realistic touches
here and there. However, the dialogues and the action are immature. The use of old
testament matter is comparatively less in the Chester plays .They also show certain
marked similarities to the French ‘mysteres’ (plays on the lives of the saints )

From the York cycle forty-eight plays have survived, though originally there
were fifty-four. This is the longest cycle and deals most extensively with Bible
history. The c¢ycle begins with the creation story and then goes on to the stories of
Adam and Eve, the expulsion from paradise, Abel and Cain, Noah and the flood,
Abraham and Isaac, the story of the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt. The Old Testament
is dealt with in eleven plays. The rest deals with the New Testament. The Annunciation,
the Nativity, with the shepherds and the Magi, and the important events of Christ’s
life all provide plots for the plays. Christ’s discussion with learned men at the
temple, His Baptism, Temptation, Transfiguration on the mountain , His raising of
Lazarus from death, etc. The stories of Crucifixion and Resurrection, The death of
Virgin Mary and her Assumption are told in a total of 16 plays. The culminating play
deals with the last judgment. Fittingly , the last play was performed late at night at
the spot where important public announcements were made in the city of York. The
plays were staged by different trade guilds; for example the story of Noah by
fishermen and mariners, the Adoration of the Magi by goldsmiths , the last Supper
by bakers the burial of Christ by butchers.

A distinction can be made amongst these plays which can be divided into four
groups. The first group is crude and didactic in tone. The second group shows the
influence of the alliterative revival and indicates the writer’s metrical skill. This
anonymous author is referred to as the ‘York Metrist’. The third group introduces
elements of humour. For example, Noah's wife is shown as a termagant who argues
with him, telling him that she should have been given more time for getting ready
and expresses her annoyance by hitting him on the head. The last group contains
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powerful dramatic elements. This group also shows strong realistic touches in
incidental details. For example, in the play on crucifixion, as the soldiers nail Christ
to the cross, they comment on the large cross. When they handle it they say that it
is too heavy and hurts their back . Similar realistic touches in several other plays ,
like the demal of Peter, the mortification of Christ et¢ and a distinctive portrayal of
negative characters like Herod, Caiaphas, Pilate etc. indicate a single hand and the
author has been called the “York Realist’. Read below some dialogues from the
Crucifixion play.

4TH SOLDIER.  Behold, himself has laid him down,
In length and breadth as he should be.

1ST SOLDIER. This traitor here tainted of treasoun,
Convicted. Go fast and fetch him then, ye three.
And sen he claimeth kingdom with crown,
Even as a king here hang shall he.

The Wakefield cycle is also known as Towneley Plays (because the manuscript
was owned by the Towneley family) and contains thirty-two plays. The plays bear a
close similarity to the York plays but the cycle 1s more composite . Around nine
plays of the cycle show remarkable dramatic power. Most of them are written in a
distinctive thirteen -line rhymed stanza (it was originally thought to be a nine- line
stanza , but modern scholars have rearranged the lines to make stanzas of thirteen
lines YThese are marked by a strong sense of realism and have better literary qualities
than the plays of other cycles. Some of the plays reveal notes of real poetry while
others possess ironic humour and realistic characterisation. Among these are included
a Noah and two shepherd plays (the First Shepherds’ Play and the Second Shepherds’
Play). This anonymous author is honoured by scholars with the title ‘the Wakefield
master’. The Wakefield master has a great gift for a variety of humour, ranging from
good- natured to satirical. Even in a solemn play like Doomsday, we find the devils
carrying on a lively dialogue. They comment that they have an unusual amount of
evidence against women and if Doomsday had delayed, they would have had to make
hell larger. The best play of the cycle is the Second Shepherds’ Play. 1t is a pre-
nativity farce of mock nativity. Mak has stolen a sheep and when the other shepherds
come to search his house he and his wife hide the sheep in a cradle and pretend his
wife has given birth to a child. There are a number of typical references to the hard
lot of farmers and shepherds, the high taxes etc. The cycle begins with the fall of
Lucifer and ends with the Last Judgment.
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The town of Wakefield had a small population during the middle ages. And
although the MS mentions four trade guilds, their names had been entered by a later
hand. So in the opinion of some scholars, unlike in the other towns, in Wakfield the
plays were sponsored by Governmental or religious sources and not by trade guilds.
We would like you to read an example of the humourous dialogue between Mak and
his wife Gill (in modernised English) below.

Gill : Come they ere he be slain and here the sheep bleat —
Mak: Then might I be ta’en. That were a cold sweat!
Go bar The outer door.

Gill: Yes, Mak, For if they come at thy back —

Mak: Then might I buy from the whole pack

The devil, and more.

Gill © A good trick have I spied, since thou can none:
Here shall we him hide till they be gone:

In my cradle, abide. Let me alone,

And I shall lie beside in childbed and groan.

Mak: Get thou ready;

And I shall say that born this night

A boy-child saw the hight.

The fourth and last cycle of miracle plays is the Coventry plays. Only two plays
have survived, having been copied from a now lost original manuscript. The so called
Ludus Coventriae, as already mentioned, has been proved to have no connection with
the town of Coventry. In its fullest form the Coventry cycle contained ten plays, all
on New Testament subjects. One is a nativity play, portraying events from the
Annunciation to the Massacre of the Innocents. The second surviving play deals with
Christ at the temple and his discussion with the Doctors. The first play has a fine
carol, which is popularly known as the Coventry carol ‘We give below a part of the
lyric of the Coventry carol.

Lullay, lullay

My little tiny child
By-by, lullay, lullay
Oh, sisters two

How may we do
For to preserve this day?
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This poor youngling
Of whom we do sing
By-by, lullay, lullay

Herod the King

In his raging

Charged he hath this day
His men of might

In his own sight
All children young to slay

2.10.4 Morality Plays

While miracle plays were still very popular, another dramatic form, with more
direct links with Elizabethan drama, evolved. This form is called the Morality play
and it is remarkably different from miracle plays since it has no connection with
Biblical stories. Some scholars think that the Morality plays are another step towards
secularisation of drama , since the plots were not taken from Bible stories. There is
a close link between the Morality play and the Allegory , another popular medieval
form. Morality plays deal with personified abstractions of virtues and vices which are
in constant struggle for the possession of a man’s soul. Abstractions like Justice,
Mercy, Gluttony are other common characters. The human characters are generalised
classes, like Everyman, Mankind, King, Bishop etc. The Morality play borrows from
contemporary homiletic technique and deals with subjects which were popular
among medieval preachers. A very common theme of these plays is the ‘Dance of
Death’ which portrays Death as God’s messenger who summons all and sundry. The
central theme is always the problem of man’s salvation and the conduct of hife as it
affects his salvation. We might say that the object of the Morality playwrights was
to preach a sermon in dramatic form. In fact, medieval sermons were often delivered
very dramatically and a few allegorical characters already occur in some miracle
plays . It is possible that these provided the source material for the development of
the Morality plays .

References to morality plays are found in the fourteenth century. However, the
fullest development of these plays is found in the fifteenth century. The earliest
complete extant morality play is The Castle of Perseverance written in about 1425
It is quite elaborate, involving thirty-four characters. The theme is the conflict
between the central character Mankind’s Good Angel and his supporters on the one
hand and his Bad Angel supported by the Seven Deadly Sins on the other. The Castle
of Perseverance is one among the three plays found in the Macro MS. The other two
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are Wisdom and Mankind. Mankind, similar in theme to the other moralities, offers
however a stronger comic element. Five of the villains or tempters are comic
characters . There is a unique mixture of theological and obscene language. A. W.
Pollard has suggested that this was done to entertain an audience of uneducated,
common people. The play mentions gathering money from the audience and even
asks for audience participation in the action when the two Vices, Nowadays and
Naught ask the audience to sing obscene songs with them. We give below a small
excerpt from the play, in original Middle English with modern translation, showing
how the Vices lead Mankind astray.

NEW GYSE. There arn but sex dedly
synnys, lechery ys non,

As yt may be verefyede be ws| | New Guise:

brethellys euerychon.xall goo robbe, There are really only six deadly sins—and

Stf t a1111d kyll, as fast as ye may gon Lechery ain’t one of them. Got to any
Wy sy brothel if you need proof of that. You
MANKYNDE. I wyll, ser. shall also rob, steal and kill as fast as any

NOWADAYS. On Sundays on pe | | man can move. Say you promise!
morow erly betymexall wyth ws to pe | | Mankind:

all-house erly to go dyn And forbere
masse and matens, owres and prime.

“T wyll,” sey.

I promise

There are certain differences between Morality plays written before the protestant
Reformation and those written after. In the pre-reformation plays we find the catholic
approach, i.e. man’s salvation depends upon his good works and his following of the
Sacraments. In the post-Reformation plays, the stress is more on God’s grace, Bible
reading etc. Late Morality plays of the Tudor era even take up such secular subjects
like the importance of political unity or learning. In John Skelton’s (C1463 —1579)
Magmificence, the central character, Magnificence, is tempted by political vices like
Crafty, Conveyance,Courtly Abuse and restrained by political virtues like Measure,
Perseverence, etc. The plot is modelled on The Castle of Perseverence, but its moral
is political.

The best-known morality play is Everyman, where the personified abstractions
play their parts with dramatic logic and the action involves simple dignity. The
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characters are portrayed effectively and there is a noble pathos running throughout
the play:

O all thing faileth, save God alone;

Beauty, Strength, and Discretion;

For when Death bloweth his blast,

They all run from me full fast.

This play i1s the most appealing of all the surviving morality plays of the fifteenth
century. After a prologue in which the audience are exhorted to listen, God Himself
is the first to speak, lamenting man’s total absorption in riches. Everyman, the
central character, is summoned by Death to undertake a prolonged journey from
where he can never return. Everyman fervently searches for friends who can be his
companions on the journey but everybody, for example Fellowship, Goods, Kindred,
all refuse him Only Good Deeds becomes ready to be both his guide and companion.
However, she 1s weak because of the sins committed by Everyman. So she recommends
him to her sister Knowledge, who again leads Everyman to Confession. After
Everyman confesses his sins, repents and does penance by scourging himself, Good
Deeds becomes strong enough to be his companion, along with Discretion, Strength,
Five Wits and Beauty. They go with him to a priest to take sacrament. But when the
time arrives for Everyman to enter into his grave, all other companions except Good
Deeds, refuse to join him. Even Knowledge says she cannot go with everyman to
the grave although she promises to stay with him until death. So Everyman,
accompanied by Good Deeds, enters his grave. An angel announces the entry of the
soul of Everyman ‘into the heavenly sphere’. At the end a Doctor of Divinity points
out the moral that in the end a man will only have his good deeds to lead him to
salvation.

This memory all men may have in mind;

Ye hearers, take it of worth, old and young,

And forsake pride, for he deceiveth you in the end,

And remember Beauty, Five Wits, Strength and Discretion,
They all at last do Everyman forsake,

Save his Good Deeds, there doth he none take:

But beware, for if they be small,

Before God he hath no help at all;

No excuse may be there for Everyman:

This play is sometimes considered to be a translation of a Dutch Morality play
titled Elckerlijk.
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Morality plays were structured simply ,since their purpose was to preach to the
people . They could be performed in any open public space, with minimal props.
They were most probably performed on the same level of the audience rather than
on raised platforms. Early Moralities often have crude language, but Moralities like
Everyman show that the anonymous authors had gradually acquired a sophistication.

2.10.5 Interludes

Towards the end of the fifteenth century a kind of Morality play developed that
dealt with moral problems in more realistic and comic ways. This kind of secular
play is called the Interlude, which is the latest predecessor of the drama proper of the
Elizabethan age. The name ‘Interlude’ suggests that initially some simple form of
dramatic entertainment was presented between plays or at intervals of other forms of
entertainment. By the sixteenth century the Interlude included scenes far removed
from the medieval morality plays. It introduced real characters, broad farcical
(sometimes coarse) humour and set scenes, an innovation in English drama. It moved
away from the abstractions of the medieval Christian church and towards topical,
realistic themes and characters. Instead of anonymous playwrights we also begin to
get the names of individuals. The Interlude continued to be written and staged well
into the Tudor period. By the time of Henry VIII it had begun to be used for political
satire and lost much of its humour.

Interludes were generally performed in noblemen’s houses. Henry Medwell’s
Fulgens and Lucrece 1s one of the earliest examples of Tudor Interlude. It was also
the first play on record to introduce a love theme. The facts we get about its
performance also show it to be a typical Interlude. It was performed at Lambeth
Palace, during an entertainment arrange for Flemish and Spanish ambassadors. It had
two parts, the first was performed at end of the midday feast, the second in the
evening. On the other hand, an earlier play by the same author has close similarities
with Moralities. Medwell’s Nature has the theme of man’s life from childhood to old
age, his temptaion and fall, the Seven Deadly Sins and his final repentance. However,
we notice a shift away from the unrelenting moral sternness of the earlier moralities.
"Nature’ tells” Man’ to follow the joint guidance of ‘Reason’ and ‘Sensibility’.

The most successful and best known writer of Tudor Interludes is John Heywood.
He was employed at the royal court as a musician and wrote at least seven Interludes.
Although a catholic, he continued to serve four of the Tudor monarchs, before and
after Henry VIII's break with the catholic church. Since his business was to entertain
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the king and his court, Heywood used witty dialogue and hively action. His early
Interludes have two or at most three characters and are little more than debates on
set subjects. Witty and Witless debates whether it is better to be a fool rather than
a wise man. In Gentleness and Nobility a knight and a merchant argue who is the
better gentleman between the two of them. Then a plowman comes and argues his
case with conviction. Later plays of Heywood employ four characters. The Play
Called the Four Ps is his best creation where there is a description of a lying match
among a Palmer, a Pedlar, a Pardoner and an Apothecary. The play is composed in
doggerel verse. Another play of Heywood, A Merry Play between Johan the
Husband, Tyb his Wife, and Sir Johan the Priest deals with the conventional theme
of a meek husband, a shrewd wife and her lover, a priest. This play is a farce and
has sharp wit and clever sayings. Another clever play is Weather. In it he compares
the inability of men to agree upon the best weather and their similar inability to
decide upon matters of politics and religion. It has ten characters and Henry VIII is
represented as Jupiter. In the plays of Heywood, the plots are rudimentary and the
writer does not succeed in developing a sustained dramatic structure.

Three writers of the Tudor period changed the character of the Interlude by
turning it into a weapon for political satire and religious propaganda. In John
Skelton’s Magnificence the characters are like Morality play abstractions, e.g.
Adversity , Despair, Mischief, Good Hope etc. A good prince 1s led into evil ways
by bad counsellors. Adversity overwhelms him. Then Hope and other virtues advise
him to give up excess of luxury and exhibition. John Bale was a powerful writer and
a strong proponent of the protestant Reformation. He turned some Bible stories into
drama, e.g. John Baptist's Teaching in the Wilderness, The Temptation of Our Lord
by Satan etc. His comedies like Corrupted by The Sodomites or Pharisees and
Papists were strong attacks on Catholics. King John is a most interesting example
of Bale’s ability. In it, he combines elements of history with Morality features. The
widow England, her blind son Commonalty and a patriotic King John are portrayed
as victims of the Catholic clergy The play ends with blessings pronounced upon
Elizabeth I, as the champion of truth.

The Interludes began to lose their popularity and their aristocratic patrons as
they grew more political. However, they continued to be written till the reign of
queen Elizabeth. Drama in its fullest form started to appear around 1550 where the
influence of Seneca and other classical dramatists could be observed. This dramatic
form would reach its zenith in the Elizabethan era. But for a long time Englishmen
continued to refer to any play as an ‘interlude’. Elements from the Moralities and
Interludes survived in the Elizabethan plays. We understand how well known and
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popular the medieval plays were from such references as Celia and Rosalind’s
dialogue about Orlando’s reddish hair being a sign of ‘dissembling’, since Judas was
traditionally shown with red hair ; or in Hamlet’s advice to the players about not
‘out-Haroding Harod’. The stock Morality and interlude devices survive in evil
characters disguising themselves as virtuous people or in angels and evil powers in
tussle over men’s souls, as in Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus :

Good Angel O Faustus, lay that damned book aside
And gaze not on it lest it tempt thy soul

And heap God’s heavy wrath upon thy head!

Bad Angel Go forward, Faustus, in that famous art.
Good Angel. Faustus, repent; yet God will pity thee!

2.10.6 Summing up MLE. Drama

Major dramatic elements were present in the rituals of the Christian Church.
Liturgical drama, which was enacted within the Church, gradually grew more secular
and moved to the marketplace or other convenient locations. Once outside the
church premises, English replaced Latin. These plays were performed in the open and
were largely separated from the liturgy, but the Bible provided the subjects. These
were called the miracle plays. Nearly complete cycles of miracle plays survive from
the towns of Chester, York and Wakefield While miracle plays were still very
popular, another dramatic form, with more direct links with Elizabethan drama,
evolved. This form is called the morality play. It is remarkably different from miracle
plays since it has no connection with Biblical stories. The morality play dealt with
personified abstractions of Virtues and Vices which are in constant struggle for the
possession of a man’s soul. Abstractions like Justice, Mercy, Gluttony are other
common characters. Towards the end of the fifteenth century a kind of morality play
developed that dealt with moral problems in more realistic and comic way. This kind
of secular play is called the Interlude, which is the latest predecessor of Elizabethan
Drama.

2.10.7 Questions

Essay-type (Long answer type) 18 marks

1. Write an essay on the development of English drama during the middle
ages.
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2. What were the miracle plays? Write on the features of the extant miracle
play cycles .

3. In what way were the Moralities and the Interludes an advance upon the
miracle plays?

Mid-length questions 12 marks
4. Briefly discuss the beginnings and the decay of classical European theatre .

5. What kind of relationship existed between the church and the theatre in
Europe in the middle ages ?

6. Give an account of the York /Wakefield plays .
7. Discuss the development of the Tudor interludes.
Short answer type 7 marks.
8. Write a short note on Everyman.
9. What do we know about the performance of the miracle plays?

10. How do we distinguish individual hands amidst the anonymous medieval
dramatic writings?

2.10.8 Suggested Reading

1.3.8 Recommended Reading
1. AC. Baugh Literary History of England London: Routledge, 1994

2. Boris Ford. The Pelican Guide to English Literature: The Age of Chaucer.
Penguin Books, 1971

3. David Daiches. A Critical History of English Literature Vol 1. Ronald Press
Company, 1960. Repr. Random House India, 2007

4. Legouis and Cazamian. 4 History of English Literature Vol 1. Macmillan, 1927
5. Hardin Craig. English Religious Drama of The Middle Ages. Oxford, 1955,
6. E K.Chambers. The Medieval Stage. Oxford, 1903,

Modified and expanded by Sandhya Sen from Paper I , Module I, Unit 3
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3.11.9 Further activity
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3.11.0 Introduction

You must have heard the terms Renaissance and Reformation, and perhaps even
read something about these movements in your school level study of History or even
English literature. Based on what you know already, try and define the two
movements, using a sentence for each, then compare your definitions with what is
set out below:

e (a). . .the great flowering of art, architecture, politics and the study of
literature, usually seen as the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of
the modern world,. ..

(From your reading of Paper 1 you already know which period is referred
to as the Middle Ages in the History of English Literature. So you can well
understand what kinds of differences are being suggested from the Middle Ages
when we are talking of the ‘flowering of art, architecture, politics ....")

133
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o (b)...the great religious movement of the 16* cent(ury), aiming to reform the
doctrines and practices of the Church of Rome, and ending in the establishment
of the various Reformed or Protestant churches. ..

Both (a) and (b) have been taken from The Oxford Companion to English
Literature, 5" Edition, edited by Margaret Drabble. Which definition, do you think,
refers to which movement? Since each movement is obviously too complex to be
defined in a single sentence, more detailed discussions on these will follow in the
pages of this unit.

This unit will therefore help you focus on two of the most significant movements
in European, as well as English, history: the Renaissance and the Reformation.

The progress and distinctive features of these two occasionally-overlapping
movements will be dwelt upon; as well as their impact on the cultural and social
spheres in England.

Finally, we will make a brief survey of the different kinds of literature associated
with the two movements,

3.11.1 Brief Histories of the Renaissance and the Reformation

The Renaissance

The word renaissance (sometimes spelt renascerce) means ‘rebirth’. In connection
with the history of literature, the term onginally refers to the rediscovery, by post-
medieval Italian scholars, of ancient Greek and Roman culture and texts. This
happened most notably after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, when the sacking of
the Roman city by the Turkish invaders caused many scholars to escape to Italy,
carrying with them precious manuscripts of classical antiquity. These documents
were now available to Italian and other scholars, and led to a renewed interest in the
cultural and intellectual ideas of the classical ages. You may refer to the Timeline
charts at the end of SLM’s for EEG 1 and 2 for more precise details of the
happenings of this great period of multiple transitions.

The term has subsequently been used to indicate a time span following the
Middle Ages, and to include a number of political, economic and cultural developments
in Europe between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. (Some critics believe the
movement began even earlier, with Dante and Petrarch in fourteenth-century Italy.)
During the Renaissance Europeans were exposed to ideas of the universe, and the
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place of human beings in it, that differed from what the medieval Roman Catholic
Church (or the Church of Rome) had imposed on them. The medieval worldview laid
down by the Church preached that humans should subdue bodily desires and
encourage spiritual purity, considering life on earth as merely a preparation for life
after death. Instead, the Renaissance worldview believed that human existence on
earth itself possessed both value and interest; that there could be a balance between
physical and intellectual development; and that human beings might attain and enjoy
knowledge and beauty.

The new ideal encouraged individualism in life and art. Other developments in
Europe contributed to this as well These included voyages of discovery, the
replacement of the older Ptolemaic system of astronomy by the Copernican theory;
increased access to literature following the introduction of printing; decline of the
prevailing feudal system, and economic and political changes leading to stirrings of
early European nationalism.

The impact of the Renaissance was felt at different times by different European
nations. If Italy was one of the earliest to feel the stirrings of the movement, its
influence in general spread to the west and north, creating a great impact in countries
like France and Spain before eventually reaching England. When the cultural results
of the Renaissance began be noticed, therefore, Italy, France and Spain had already
begun producing works, and a sense of needing to catch up with them was to
energise England and inspire her creative minds, notably writers, to concentrate on
the composition of a body of national literature.

Some scholars believe that the crowning of the first Tudor king, Henry VII, in
1485 marks the beginning of the English Renaissance; it is also held by some that
the end of the movement coincides with the passing of King James I in 1625,

Activity for the learner

To see and understand for yourselves how widespread the impact of
the Renaissance was in contemporary Europe, look up the interactive
map by keying in the following link on your internet browser:

http://www.worldology.com/Europe/renaissance lg.htm

The Reformation

The word reformation means the improvement or correction of something that
is wrong or corrupt. In 4 Glossary of Literary Terms, M H. Abrams notes that the
Reformation {or, as it i1s sometimes called, the Protestant Reformation) was a
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sixteenth-century religious movement developing out of the Renaissance. But it was
linked to the very spirit of individual expression and experience, and the resistance
to imposed systems and structures, which inspired much of the human activities
during the European Renaissance.

The Reformation is commonly considered to have begun with Martin Luther, the
German reformer, who in 1517 protested against certain actions and teachings of the
powerful Roman Catholic Church, headed by the Pope. There had been, even before
Luther, theologians who had observed that the Church was moving away from its
originally simple religious objectives. However, Luther’s response was inspired by
his belief that it was not the prescriptions of the Church, but a person’s individual
faith and spiritual responses, which brought about his salvation. In that sense
Luther’s protest may be seen as an assertion of Renaissance individualism, and may
be related as well to larger issues of the time, including profound socio-economic
changes in Europe and the emergence of new nations.

Luther inspired a number of protests in other European countries, led by
personalities such as John Calvin, Ulrich Zwingli, John Knox and, ultimately, even
the English king Henry VIII, against the conduct of the Church and its priests, and
the authority of the Pope. The Reformation led to a division in the Christian world,
and to the setting up of a number of Protestant or non-Roman-Catholic churches in
different European countries, including England, where the breakaway church was
known as the Anglican Church (or the Church of England).

If the beginning of the Reformation in Europe can be given a date, its duration
is more difficult to fix with certainty, though some historians feel it reached a high
point in the mid-seventeenth century. In English history, the movement began when
in 1534 King Henry VIII formally announced himself to be the Supreme Head of the
English Church. Then followed about one-and-a-half centuries of conflict, with kings
owing religious loyalty to either Rome or England, till the Glorious Revolution of
1688 led to the Bill of Rights that claimed, among other things, that Parliament was
more powerful than the king, who incidentally could not be a Roman Catholic.

3.11.2 Salient Features of the two Movements

The Renaissance and the Reformation proceeded and developed in different ways
among the many nations that felt their impact. We take a look here at some of the
main features of these movements in Europe, and especially in England.
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It is customarily held that the Renaissance had begun in Italy by the fifteenth
century, if not earlier, and spread through Northern Europe and then England. For
various reasons, not the least being its insular geographical position off the north
western coast of mainland Europe, England was slow to receive the ideas that were
well-established elsewhere. The crowning of the first Tudor king Henry VII in 1485
is sometimes suggested as the beginning of the English Renaissance, England had by
that time seen an end to the infighting between feudal groups of aristocrats, and
something like a modern state was about to emerge. However, it was only later,
during Queen Elizabeth’s reign that the movement flourished in England.

The delayed arrival of the Renaissance in England had some specific consequences.
Scholars in a number of European countries had been influenced by the Greek and
Roman classics, and had even produced their own works inspired by the same by the
time the Renaissance came to England. As a result, English scholars could study
works produced by continental disciples of the classics, and this was an influence
that characterized English literature.

One of the most noteworthy features of the Renaissance was the emergence of
Humanism; this was an intellectual movement developed by secular scholars rather
than the priestly personages who had dominated learning in medieval times. Briefly,
humanism may be defined as a philosophy that emphasizes human interests rather
than divine ones, and upholds the dignity of man and the study of human culture.
Two of the greatest works of the English Renaissance show, in different ways, the
influence of humanistic vision: Shakespeare’s Hamlet, typically in the utterance
beginning “What a piece of work is man!”, and Milton’s Paradise Lost, notably in
Book IV, where Satan spots, among all the creatures in Eden, Adam and Eve, “(t)wo
of far nobler shape erect and tall.” This was a distinctly new development from the
literature of the earlier periods.

In Europe, the Italian scholar and poet Francesca Petrarch was an early humanist
and noteworthy source of inspiration for English writers. A later scholar, the
Dutchman Erasmus, is important for students of English literature because of his
interactions with early English humanists and educationists, including Sir Thomas
More, John Colet and Thomas Linacre.

The Renaissance also brought in a significant modification to the idea of virtu
or “virtue”, which in the Middle Ages signified moral excellence, but in the works
of Niccolo Machiavelli and other writers, indicated an amoral ability to act in a
decisive way. Machiavelli’s The Prince, for example, argues that in order to function
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effectively, a ruler may need to behave in ways that are beyond conventionally-
accepted moral codes. Such explorations of Renaissance virtu abound, among others,
in the plays of Christopher Marlowe.

Another distinctive characteristic of the Renaissance is the expression of new
attitudes to art, architecture and literature, in a period of extraordinary creativity.
England’s creative genius, when compared to that of, say, Italy, expressed itself more
in literature, and less in art and architecture. An abundance of poets, dramatists and
prose writers helped in the creation of a rich and complex national hterature in
England. Its high point would undoubtedly be represented by the brilliance of
Elizabethan drama, which you will study in some detail in later units and modules.

In most European countries, the Renaissance was followed by the Reformation,
which often developed out of the former movement. In England, however, the events
of the Reformation practically coincided with the blossoming of the Renaissance
which, as has been noted earlier, came later to the island than elsewhere on the
continent.

Unlike the religious nature of the Reformation in most European countries,
England experienced the movement more as a political phenomenon, a tussle for
authority between the Pope and the English ruler, King Henry VIII, who in 1534
snapped all ties with the papacy in Rome, dissolved the English monasteries and took
away all their wealth. The immediate provocation was the Pope’s refusal to grant the
English king a divorce, but behind it lay a long history of English dissatisfaction with
the supremacy of the Pope, as was made clear by the considerable popular support
that Henry VIII gathered.

As far as religious issues were concerned, the newly- formed Anglican Church
(or the Church of England) moved more slowly and carefully than other Protestant
institutions in Europe, while bringing about changes. There tended to be an alternation
between a following of older Catholic traditions and newer reformed practices, till
eventually a middle ground was laid down, which owed something to both traditions.

It 1s also worth noting that the progress of the English Reformation was not
followed in neighbouring Scotland or Ireland, areas related to the English state. In
Scotland, the efforts of the priest John Knox resulted in the spread of Calvinism, an
extreme Protestant philosophy deriving from French reformer John Calvin. In
contrast, Ireland remained loyal to Roman Catholic principles, which was a cause of
bitter and long enmity with England.
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To make sure you have grasped what this section has covered, here is a brief
check-list of salient features. Go through each, and put REN after each sentence if
you think it refers to the Renaissance, and REF if you think it is about the
Reformation;

1. It was the earlier of the two movements to occur in most European
countries.

2. It was a predominantly religious upheaval.
3. A defining characteristic was the idea of humanism

4. In England, in connection with this movement, the King ordered that
monasteries were to be done away with.

5. English scholars were able to study the works of Continental followers of
the classics as part of the influence of this movement.

6. This phenomenon was also characterized by the emergence of new ideas of
art and architecture.

7. Calvinism was one of the philosophies related to this movement

3.11.3 Impact of the Movements on the Culture of England

The Renaissance and the Reformation were bound to affect almost all aspects of
life in Europe in general and England in particular. We take a look now at some of
the cultural effects of the two movements in England, then go on to survey some of
their effects on society:

One way in which the impact of the Renaissance was felt by different countries
in Europe lay in the revitalizing of national cultures following the recovery and
translation of classical literature. The process, however, worked a little differently in
England. Before English scholars could access the classics, Italian scholars, as well
as their French, German, Spanish and Dutch counterparts, had examined them and
composed translations and critical responses to them. The English scholars, later, felt
the influence of these contemporaries as well as that of the classics. For example, it
has been pointed out that Thomas North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives came from
a French version rather than the original Greek.

The classical literary works provided the writers of different countries with
models to base their own works on, and this aided the rise of several national
literatures throughout Europe. Here, too, England figures in the list, but differently.
The nation’s insular situation ensured a distance from the abundance of foreign



140 NSOU « CC-EG-01

literary influences, so that English literature retained its distinctive vigour longer,
and could utilize native traditions despite the availability of foreign ideals. The
literary achievement of Edmund Spenser is a great indicator of this. Moreover, the
development of a large body of vernacular literature in other countries inspired
nationalistic feelings in English writers and the desire to match them.

The introduction of printing technologies and movable type in the fifteenth
century, first in Germany by Johannes Gutenberg and then in other countries,
including England, further aided the development of national literatures. In England,
William Caxton is credited with bringing the first printing press, and with it came
mass-production of texts, the first attempts to standardise spelling, and the freer
movement of ideas and information. The large number of texts would find a ready
market in first the nobility and then the emerging newly literate readership among the
middle class.

The humanistic philosophy that characterized the European Renaissance also
helped to revolutionize education. The schools and colleges that were set up had
courses which included Latin and Greek, and ancient philosophies, such as Platonism,
which had almost been forgotten, but would from now onward influence thinkers
anew. In England, secular scholars who were products of the new education and
contributed to popularizing it included Sir Thomas Elyot, Sir John Cheke, Sir
Thomas Wilson, John Colet and Roger Ascham.

And now for a look at some of the cultural consequences of the Reformation.
Among the positive effects would be the intellectual and cultural developments
over the ages in response to the movement, among both Roman Catholics and
Protestants. In this connection, scholars point to the academically strengthened
universities of Europe, the Lutheran church music composed by J.S. Bach, or the
huge altarpieces of Peter Paul Rubens. In England, an important by-product of the
Reformation was the introduction of the Book of Common Prayer in 1549, which
contained in English, instead of the Latin used earlier, prescribed forms of worship
in English churches. It provided a model which was followed, with slight changes,
by Protestant churches in other countries.

Closely related to this would be the emergence, in 1611, of the King James
Version of the Bible {(or the Authorized Version) in England, commissioned by King
James I after the Reformation had encouraged, elsewhere in Europe, vernacular
translations of the holy book of the Christians. This was to help common people
uncomfortable with the Latin that had for long been used in churches, and to make
it easier for them to interpret the scriptures in their own way. The King James
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Version was not the first English translation of the Bible, but it was certainly the
most influential, for at least three centuries after its publication.

A major offshoot of the Protestant Reformation was the Catholic Church’s
delayed response to the issues that had contributed to the split in the Christian
world. This was known as the Catholic Reformation, and sometimes as the
Counter-Reformation. It resulted in the setting up of newer religious orders and the
rise of more literate and learned priests, in whom spirituality and intellectual
sharpness co-existed. The ideas that inspired these people also influenced some
writers, including at least one notable English poet. (He is mentioned in the section
titled ‘Further Activity’.)

3.11.4 Impact of the Movements on the Society of England

The Renaissance broke up feudal societies, in which power was concentrated in
the hands of wealthy nobles. In England, as elsewhere, the new merchant classes
that emerged were no longer dependent on agriculture, but participated in a nationwide
movement out of the countryside to towns and cities. They took up a number of
urban trades, and developed educational skills. This new class over time gained
wealth, influence and power.

Some scholars have theorized that it was this newly-developed social mobility
that made it possible for people from humble origins to make use of opportunities
to grow and prosper. From a literary point of view William Shakespeare — the
greatest English dramatist of the age — as well as some of his contemporaries, were
products of the new social system.

An important concept that was discussed in the time of the Renaissance
concerned governance, and the effect a ruler had upon society. That is in fact one
of the themes in Shakespeare’s Macheth, a play you will study in the module on
‘Reading Drama’. This theme was relevant to English society, as would be
demonstrated in the mid-seventeenth century, when a struggle between Parliament
and monarchy led to the execution of the English king Charles I.

An interesting example of how the new social systems were not without their
share of problems can be seen in the periodic attacks of plague which swept through
entire regions in Europe. The widespread movement of people to urban areas, and
consequent unplanned growth, meant that towns and cities like London lacked proper
facilities to protect the population against the rodents that spread the plague. With
each plague outbreak, public areas such as theatres would be closed down.
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And now, here are some of the ways in which the Reformation affected
European and English society:

Since religion was so much a part of people’s lives, the Reformation directly
affected practically every European, and forcing a choice between the existing
order and the new one. In many European societies, there was an attempt by the
authorities to subdue the protesters by force. In England, the initial division between
Roman Catholic and Protestant led to social tensions that increased or decreased
under different rulers, but the split was followed by others. For example, the Puritans,
with a more rigid set of beliefs, emerged out of the Protestant Church and were in
turn repressed till some of them eventually left England for America. Some historians
believe that today’s fragmented societies were actually born out of this religious
conflict.

The movement led to the establishment of national churches in different
countries, such as the Anglican Church in England, and the Lutheran Church in
Germany. These churches interacted with believers to create new social systems as
they tried to win mass support as well as government approval. To this end they
organized public meetings and discussions, involving the newly emerging social
order called the bourgeoisie or middle class, so that the religious experience became
to some extent a social one as well.

The Reformation laid much stress on personal piety, and on a sober, simple
and dignified lifestyle. Many of the traditions of the Roman Catholic Church, such
as pilgrimages, were no longer insisted upon. The Protestant Reformation also
questioned the relevance of certain rituals and practices that were part of a believer’s
life, right from birth to death, in a social setting. Even later, groups like the Puritans
strongly disapproved of the pomp and grandeur in church services; some of these had
been taken from Roman Catholic ceremonies.

The Reformation essentially desired that believers should go back to the simpler
attitudes and practices of the earlier Christian Church, before these were diluted by
Roman Catholicism. However, recent studies are also examining certain social
implications of the movement, which look forward to more modern attitudes. It
is, for example, argued that by challenging the Roman Catholic distinction between
priests and lay leaders, or the requirement that priest and nuns should not marry, the
Reformation may be said to have attempted a revaluation of the position of these men
and women in society.
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3.11.5 Literary Genres Asociated with the two Movements

A number of literary genres (or types) and writers came to be associated with
both the Renaissance and the Reformation, and this is a brief introduction to some
of them in England.

The most noteworthy literary achievements were noticeable in the reign of Queen
Elizabeth I, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, in the fields of poetry and
drama. The Elizabethan period is known as the golden age of English drama.
Before this era, there was a time when the English theatre prepared for its period of
glory, combining earlier traditions with ideas introduced by the Renaissance and the
Reformation. Emile Legouis notes that in the early sixteenth century the popular
morality plays, usually dramatized forms of moral lessons, gave way to works like
John Skelton’s Magnificence, which examines corruption in court, and John Bale’s
religious plays influenced by Protestantism. From 1550s onward, classical elements
began to enter English comedy via plays such as Ralph Roister Doister, in which a
classical plot 1s mingled with characters taken from English life. This kind of fusion
occurred in much of the comedy that followed: whether by Shakespeare or Jonson,
or later, by Dekker, Massinger, Beaumont and Fletcher. As classical and English
elements sometimes mingled, so did notions of tragic and comic, and of realism and
romance, not least in the works of the age’s greatest playwright, Shakespeare.
Another kind of mingling — of drama, music and dance; of myth, history and fantasy
— was seen in the emergence of the masque.

In tragic drama, classical elements were noticed in Gorbodic, the first English
tragedy to be written in the blank verse used later so brilliantly by Shakespeare,
Marlowe and others. Gorboduc was based on the Senecan model of drama, and
subsequent plays using the revenge theme and Senecan elements include Kyd’'s The
Spanish Tragedy and Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Shakespeare’s other tragedies, in different
ways, explore themes that concerned people in the time of the Renaissance. Coming
immediately before Shakespeare as a writer of tragic plays and chronicles, Christopher
Marlowe, in Edward II and Dr Faustus, deals with such issues as the Renaissance
notion of individual worth. Elizabethan tragic drama was also enriched by those
dramatists who, with Marlowe, were known as the University Wits. Towards the end
of the period came the tragedies of John Webster, who worked with dramatic themes
of brooding evil and portrayed strong heroines, characteristics that would gain
popularity over time.
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Elizabethan verse, too, flourished during the English Renaissance. Perhaps the
most important poet of his time was Edmund Spenser, whose allegorical romance
The Fairie Queene was a greatly influential poetic work. Here, as in his adoption of
the pastoral form in The Shepherd’s Calendar, Spenser displays the characteristics of
a Renaissance artist influenced by the classics. But his poems are sources of
Reformation themes and elements as well. In addition, he is one of the earliest poets
to believe in the powers of his native language, and tries to create a body of verse
with a distinctive English identity.

The majority of other English poets during the Elizabethan age experimented
with a wide variety of lyric poetry. Influenced by Italian models, English courtiers
Sir Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey popularized a number of lyric forms, which
later were used by many important writers of the English Renaissance, including Sir
Philip Sidney, Edmund Spenser, Shakespeare, Michael Drayton and John Donne. All
of them figured in the development of the English sonnet and the sonnet sequence,
deriving from Petrarchan love poetry. In addition, Shakespeare excelled at writing
long narrative poems such as Venus and Adonis or The Rape of Lucrece, inspired
by classical narratives. Among experimenters in other poetic forms, mention may be
made of George Gascoigne, credited with writing 7he Steele Glass. the first Eng
verse satire to be constructed along lines suggested by Italian models. Many of the
poets continued their writing careers into the Jacobean period: a time which also
witnessed the achievements of the Metaphysical poets, and those of the Cavaliers.

In prose, the literature of the period appeared in the early stages as translations
of famous works that express the values of the Renaissance: Erasmus’s /n Praise of
Folly or More’s Utapia. Early original compositions were by the English educationists,
whose writings constitute a body of English prose of various styles; some like Roger
Ascham revealing the influence of Latin; others like Sir John Cheke trying to develop
a vigorous native flavour. The essays of Francis Bacon, first published at the end of
the sixteenth century, soon after those of the Frenchman Montaigne, were important
additions to Renaissance English prose of the time. Also written during this period
was one of the earliest examples of Eng critical prose: Sidney’'s Apologie for
Poetrie.

During this period the different Bible translations, culminating in the Authorized
Version, and the Book of Common Prayer contributed to creating a rhythmic prose
that influenced many writers in succeeding ages. Religious prose of a different sort
can be seen in the collections of sermons by John Donne early in the seventeenth
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century. Religion mixes with science, philosophy and other branches of learning in
the prose of Robert Burton and Thomas Browne.

Towards the end of the age being studied here came the works of John Milton.
He, perhaps more than any other writer of this era, was equally a product of the
Renaissance and the Reformation. In English literature courses it 1s mainly his poetry
that is studied, and he has been referred to as the greatest non-dramatic poet in
English. His poetic compositions include epics, elegies, sonnets, odes and masque,
as well as verse paraphrases of the Biblical psalms._However, in a career dedicated
to literature, he tried his hand at a variety of literary types, including a staggering
amount of prose, and towards the end of his writing career created Paradise Lost and
Samson Agonistes, works inspired by two of the most respected of literary forms in
classical ages: the epic and tragic drama. Whether in his poetry or his prose, he for
the most part displayed a preoccupation with issues that assumed great importance
during both the Renaissance and the Reformation. These included considerations of
political, personal and religious liberty and questions of choice and rule.

3.11.6 Summing Up

Here are a few points concerning what this unit/section has covered. Included is
one observation that is NOT true. Strike out the incorrect one, and you will be left
with a concise summing-up.

e Both the Renaissance and the Reformation believed in the expression of
individual belief and experience.

e The Renaissance occurred throughout Europe, but its influence was felt in
England later than in some other countries, such as Italy.

e In England the Renaissance was mainly a literary one.

e The Reformation, even more than the Renaissance, affected all levels of
society.

e In most countries the Renaissance followed the Reformation.

e John Milton’s writings provide a good example of the European literary
traditions being influenced by both the Renaissance and the Reformation
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3.11.7 Comprehension Exercises

1. Essay type:

a) Attempt an estimate of the progress and impact of the Renaissance on the
culture and society of the English people.

b) Examine the distinctive features of the English Reformation and consider its
consequences.

¢) Mention some of the literary genres that flourished during the English
Renaissance and Reformation, and identify the main writers concerned.

2. Medium-length:
a) Mention some characteristics of the English Renaissance.

b) Discuss how European and English societies were affected by the Renaissance
and the Reformation.

¢) Write a note on the Elizabethan sonnet sequence.

3. Short-answer type:
a) Write a short note on the drama of the English Renaissance.

b) How may the Reformation be said to have contributed to the creation of new
social systems?

¢) Show your famiharity with any one:
1. The Fairie Queene
ii. Paradise Lost
ni. The Authorized Version of the Bible

d) Discuss the impact of the introduction of printing technologies and movable
type in the fifteenth century.

e) Write a short note on Humanism.

3.11.8 Suggested Reading

1. M. H Abrams, 4 Glossary of Literary Terms, 7" Ed. Thomson Heinle, 1999,

[While most dictionaries of literary terms tend to focus on the Renaissance
rather than the Reformation, this glossary specifically considers the latter in
relation to the former, and as developing out of it.]
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2. Margaret Drabble (ed). The Oxford Companion to English Literature, 5
Edition. Oxford: OUP. 1995,

[Provides a concise entry on each of the two movements, indicating progress
and impact throughout Europe ]

3. George Sampson, The Concise Cambridge History of English Literature, 3
Edition (Revised by R.C. Churchill). New Delhi: Cambridge University
Press, 2001. 97-144. [Devotes one whole chapter to the impact of these two
movements on English literature and society. Subsequent chapters provide
even more material, including specific studies of the Elizabethan sonnet and
the Authorized Version of the Bible.]

4. Andrew Sanders, The Short Oxford History of English Literature, 2nd
Edition. New York: OUP, 1999. 84-186.

[Has an entire chapter studying, in considerable detail, the verse, prose and
drama written in England at the time of these two movements.]

5. Marion Wynne-Davies (ed). Guide to English Literature. [London]:
Bloomsbury Publishing Limited, 1994

[Includes entries on each of the two movements, and pays special attention
to their progress and results in England.]

The internet is always a good source of information, though you need to be
careful about the rehability of the material you are using. This 1s a basic vyet
trustworthy starting point: a couple of links to specific online pages created by the
editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica:

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/49773 1/Renaissance

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/495422/Reformation

3.11.9 Further Activity

Examining the Renaissance man

The notion of the Renaissance man (also called Universal man, a translation of
the Italian Uomo universale) developed in Italy during the Renaissance, and indicates
a talented individual who is exceptionally good at a number of activities. Such a
person would embody the idea that the human being was the supreme creature in the
universe, possessing unlimited abilities that should be developed to their fullest. In
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other words, for the Renaissance man, nothing was impossible. Can you think of any
Elizabethan playwright whose lines or characters may be related to this notion?

A number of people throughout history have been hailed as Renaissance men,
and the term survives even today to refer to talented and accomplished individuals.
You might wish to make your own hst of such people: from the Renaissance times
till today. Would the following people make it to your list? Leonardo da Vinci?
Francis Bacon? Bemjamin Franklin? Rabindranath Tagore? Why, or why not?

Studying the Counter-Reformation

You will have come across the term Counter- Reformation during your study
of the Reformation. It refers to a movement within the Catholic Church that
developed in response to the Reformation, with the aim of countering or meeting the
challenges posed by the Protestant reform movement. You might wish to trace the
progress of the Counter-Reformation (sometimes also referred to as the Catholic
Reformation), or examine how some English writers (such as Richard Crashaw)
reflected, in their works, the influence of this religious counter-development. Here
are a couple of online links by way of starting points:

http://www britannica. com/EBchecked/topic/140219/Counter-Reformation

http://www historylearningsite.co.uk/the-counter-reformation.htm

3.11.10 Answer Keys to Activities

*Key to check-list
1,3,5 and 6 — REN
2,4 and 7 - REF

*Qdd one out in the Summing Up Section:

“In most countries the Renaissance followed the Reformation.” This is incorrect,
Actually in most countries the Renaissance was followed by the Reformation.
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3.12.0 Introduction

Like the genres of drama and prose, poetry too was largely influenced by the
Renaissance. In this unit, you will learn about the development of English poetry
during the Renaissance. In the previous unit you have learnt about the overall impact
of the Renaissance and Reformation on England and English Literature. The
Renaissance opened the floodgates for humanist ideas which had a huge impact on
English poetry. The revival of the ancient Greek and Latin classics generated a spirit
of free inquiry which replaced the monopoly of religion. The Renaissance ethos
upheld the value of liberty and repudiated the limitations foisted upon people by the
Church. This new wave ushered in an unprecedented era of literary activity,
particularly felt in the field of poetry. In the following pages you are going to learn
about the development of Elizabethan poetry. You will also learn about the emergence
and development of the Metaphysical and the Cavalier poetic traditions.

3.12.1 The Development of Elizabethan Poetry

Elizabethan poetry flourished under the influence of Chaucerian traditions, folk
songs and Italian verse forms. Several kinds of verse forms such as the epic, the

ORI
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romance, the pastoral, the elegy, the sonnet, the lyric and the satire were explored in
this age. However, the sonnet became the most important verse form during the
Elizabethan era. The Italian poet Francesco Petrarch soaked up the courtly tradition
of love popular during the medieval period and reanimated it by inserting the
effervescence of the Renaissance. He achieved a rare synthesis in his poetry by
combining medieval mysticism, Neo-Platonism and Aristotelian paganism. He
revamped the existing poetic tradition by introducing exquisite melody, matchless
diction and rhetorical elegance. Petrarch in his Canzoniere and Dante in his La Vita
Nuova depicted the different stages of the experience of love which cast a lasting
influence on the English poets. Elizabethan poetry chiefly focused on the theme of
love and the psychological state of the lovers. There was, as a result of the Italian
influence, an efflorescence of indigenous tradition,

Wyatt and Surrey

Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard, the Earl of Surrey introduced the sonnet
form in England. They followed in the footsteps of Petrarch. In their hands English
poetry achieved a radical metamorphosis and broke away from the chrysalis of the
medieval era. The unpolished verse of such poets of the previous generation like
John Skelton, was supplanted by refined and sophisticated poetic diction. Their
poems were published in an anthology entitled Tottel's Miscellany (1557). The title
of the volume takes its name from its publisher Tottel. Wyatt contributed 96 love
poems to this volume, out of which 31 were sonnets. He started by imitating the
Petrarchan sonnet model but introduced the couplet ending to his own English form.
He utilised the brevity of the sonnet form excellently in his personal poems, whereas
the Italian Terza rima was employed extensively in his satires. He translated sonnets
from Petrarch. We would like you to read one of the original sonnets of Wyatt given
below -

I find no peace, and all my war is done,
I fear and hope. I burn and freeze like ice.

I fly above the wind, yet can I not arise;
And nought I have, and all the world I season.
That loseth nor locketh holdeth me in prison
And holdeth me not—yet can I scape no wise—
Nor letteth me live nor die at my device,
And yet of death it giveth me occasion.
Without eyen I see, and without tongue 1 plain.
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I desire to perish, and yet I ask health.
I love another, and thus 1 hate myself.
I feed me in sorrow and laugh in all my pain,
Likewise displeaseth me both life and death,
And my delight is causer of this strife.

Henry Howard, the Earl of Surrey was another contributor to Tottel’s Miscellany,
who primarily wrote love sonnets, of which “The Fancy of a Wearied Lover”, “The
Frailty and Hurtfulness of Beauty”, “Complaint of the Lover Disdained”, are famous.
He refined the English form of the sonnet and was the first poet to use blank verse
in English in his translation of Virgil’s deneid Other contributors to this volume
were Nicholas Grimald, Thomas Norton, Lord Vaux, and John Heywood. In an age
when poetry writing was becoming a fashion at court, this volume gave a broadened
range of models, and validated that the continental Renaissance had entered the
poetry of England We give below an extract from Surrey’s translation of the Aeneid,
Book 4, for you , to get an idea of early blank verse.

Then from the seas the dawning gan arise.
The sun once up, the chosen youth gan throng
Unto the gates; the hayes so rarely knit,

The hunting staves with their broad heads of steel,
And of Massilethe horsemen, forth they brake;
Of scenting hounds a kennel huge likewise.
And at the threshold of her chamber door
The Carthage lords did there the queen await;

Edmund Spenser (1552-99)

Edmund Spenser was hailed as the ‘New Poet’ during the Elizabethan literary
Renaissance. He was born in London and after getting educated at Cambridge
University, served the English Royal Court for over 18 years. He has been called the
‘poet’s poet’ by Charles Lamb , because of his influence on generations of later
poets. In his poetry we find a wonderful mixture of Renaissance and Reformation
ethos. He frequently borrowed from Virgil, Ariosto and others. However, he eschewed
slavish imitation. He rejuvenated the indigenous English culture and language and
avoided unnecessary usage of French words, a fault that most of his contemporary
poets had fallen a prey to.

His first lyrical work was a pastoral poem, The Shepheardes Calender (1579),
a group of 12 eclogues ( a short poem in the classical style on pastoral subjects)
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written in the form of a conversation between different characters. He was nspired
by the folk tradition of the Greek Sicilian poets, like Theocritus, and united a rural
worldview with allegory in this poem. Spenser based each eclogue on each month of
the year. He presented the themes of unrequited love, sorrow and friendship in a
rustic, idyllic setting and created the figure of the shepherd Colin Clout as a
reflection of his own self. Spenser chose to keep his verse decorous in tone and
diction, maintaining the Renaissance aesthetic model. He varies the style and rhyme
in the 12 eclogues. Metrically he made an innovation by rejecting regular lines of
classical pastoral and endorsing experimental forms reminiscent of the usage of
Chaucer. Below are some lines from the April eclogue.

Tell me good Hobbinoll, what garres thee greete?
What? hath some Wolfe thy tender Lambes ytorne?
Or is thy Bagpype broke, that soundes so sweete?
Or art thou of thy loved lasse forlorne?
is collection of love sonnets Amoretti (1595) was written in imitation of the
Petrarchan mode. These poems were written for his ladylove Elizabeth Boyle. He
maintained the conventions of Elizabethan courtly love poetry by portraying his
beloved as the beautiful ideal, who at first refused and then accepted his heart. This
collection contained 89 sonnets. The skill and craftsmanship of the poet is revealed
through the subtle employment of words. He introduced the Spenserian form of the
sonnet with three quatrains and a couplet, following the rhyme-scheme abab, bcbc,
cded, ee. In Epithalamion Spenser celebrated his marriage to Elizabeth Boyle and in
Prothalamion celebrated the double marriage of Lady Elizabeth and Lady Katherine
Somerset. Throughout these poems marriage is endorsed as the natural fruition of the
human life-cycle. The lines below are from Epithalamion and will give you an idea
of the musical quality of Spenser’s poetry.

With that, I saw two swans of goodly hue
Come softly swimming down along the Lee;
Two fairer birds I yet did never see.

The snow which doth the top of Pindus strew,
Did never whiter shew,

Nor Jove himself, when he a swan would be
For love of Leda, whiter did appear:

Yet Leda was they say as white as he,
Yet not so white as these, nor nothing near.
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So purely white they were,

That even the gentle stream, the which them bare,
Seemed foul to them, and bade his billows spare
To wet their silken feathers, lest they might
Soil their fair plumes with water not so fair,
And mar their beauties bright,

That shone as heaven’s light,

Against their bridal day, which was not long:
Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song.

The work that earned him the highest regard was The Faerie Queene. Its
elaborate versification and digressive narrative actually stand as an allegory of the
political-historical-religious issues of the Elizabethan Age Spenser had intended to
write twelve books, each depicting the adventure of a virtuous knight, but could only
complete six. Prince Arthur appears in the poem at intervals and is set to marry
Glonana, the Queen of Faerie-londe (a portrayal of Queen Elizabeth). This work had
a utilitarian design. It was fashioned as a moral allegory. Theme of nationalism was
promoted by the story of the knights. Among his other works mention may be made
of Astrophel (an elegy on the death of Philip Sidney), Four Hymns, Colin Clout's
Come Home Again and Mother Hubberd’s Tale.

Sir Philip Sidney (1554- 86)

Sidney was born in an aristocratic family and educated at Oxford University. He
was an illustrious member of the Elizabethan court and took part in the military
expedition against Spain. He lost his life at the young age of 32 in the battle of
Zutphen. His sequence of 108 love sonnets and 11 songs titled Astrophel and Stella
was published posthumously in 1591 and was heavily influenced by the works of the
French poet Ronsard as well as by Petrarch’s sonnets. He wrote the lyrics for his
beloved Penelope Devereux, who later married Lord Rich. The sonnets maintain the
Petrarchan form in the rhyme-scheme of the octave (abba, abba) but Sidney
introduced variations in the sestet. The sonnets reflect ingenuity through the use of
well-phrased analogies.Read below sonnet 31 from Astrophel and Stella

With how sad steps, O Moon, thou climb’st the skies!
How silently, and with how wan a face!
What, may it be that even in heav’'nly place
That busy archer his sharp arrows tries'
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Sure, if that long-with love-acquainted eyes
Can judge of love, thou feel’st a lover’s case,
I read it in thy looks; thy languish’d grace
To me, that feel the like, thy state descries.
Then, ev'n of fellowship, O Moon, tell me,

Is constant love deem’d there but want of wit?
Are beauties there as proud as here they be?
Do they above love to be lov’d, and yet
Those lovers scorn whom that love doth possess?
Do they call virtue there ungratefulness?

Samuel Daniel (1562-1619)

Daniel is best known for the sonnet sequence Delia, apart from the haunting
soliloquy ‘The Complaint of Rosamond’ and the poetical essay ‘The Civil Wars’. As
he was appointed the Master of the Queen’s Revels, he also wrote pastoral tragi-
comedies and brought out among others, two masques titled ‘The Queenes Wake’
and ‘Hymen’s Triumph’.

Michael Drayton (1563-1631)

Influenced by Edmund Spenser, he composed the eclogues “Ideq, the Shepherd’s
Garland’ in 1593. A collection of love-sonnets, Idea’s Mirror was published in
1594, which was later developed into the sonnet sequence Idea. His mythological
narrative poem ‘Endymion and Phoebe’ (later revised as ‘The Man in the Moon’)
inspired the Romantic poet Keats to write ‘Endymion’. ‘Poly-Olbion’, a narrative
poem of 30000 lines, gives an account of the geographical expanses of England
along with its historical tales written in alexandrines. ‘England’s Heroical Epistles’
(1597), an imaginative exchange of verse letters between England’s historical lovers,
‘The Battle of Agincourt’, an ode and ‘Nymphidia, the Court of Fairy’ a mock-heroic
series of poems, reveal the variety of his art. He was the first English poet to write
odes in the manner of the Latin poet Horace. He also wrote historical heroic poems
like Robert, Duke of Norrmandy.

Thomas Campion (1567-1620)

He began his career by composing epigrams in Latin and then advanced to
English. His lyric poems and songs were published in four consecutive books namely
A Booke of Ayres (1601), Two Books of Ayres and The Third and Fourth Booke of
Ayres. In honour of King James I he wrote ‘The Lord’s Masque’ in 1613.
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Fulke Greville(1554-1628)

He served in Queen Elizabeth’s court along with Edmund Spenser and Philip
Sidney. He is best known for his sonnet sequence ‘Caelica’ and for his philosophical
verse tracts ‘A Treatise of Humane Learning’ and ‘An Inquisition upon Fame
and Honour’. He also composed an elegy on the death of Philip Sidney.

Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593)

Marlowe, though primarily famous as a playwright, deserves a special mention
for his two excellent narrative poems, namely Hero and Leander, based on the
Greek myth in 1598 and ‘The Passionate Shepherd to his Love’, published in 1600
in England’s Helicon. An excerpt from one of the poems is given below:

From Hero and Leander by Christopher Marlowe

“It lies not in our power to love or hate,
For will in us is overruled by fate.

When two are stripped, long ere the course begin,
We wish that one should lose, the other win;
And one especially do we affect
Of two gold ingots, like in each respect:

The reason no man knows; let it suffice
What we behold is censured by our eyes.
Where both deliberate, the love is shight:
Who ever loved, that loved not at first sight?”

3.12.2 The Development of Poetry- Metaphysical Tradition

Metaphysical poetry emerged in the seventeenth century as a reaction against the
overly melodious, sugar-coated phraseology of Elizabethan verse. The strong musical
strain of much of the lyrical poetry of the Elizabethan age precluded the possibility
of presenting complexity of mood. The metaphysical poets, spearheaded by John
Donne, broke away from the idealisation of love which became a characteristic of
the poetry influenced by Petrarch. The metaphysical poets combined intellect with
emotion. John Crowe Ransom has remarked, “The metaphysical poets of the
seventeenth century particularly admired the methodology of science, and in fact they
copied it, and their phrasing is often technical, spare, and polysyllabic, though they
are not repeating actual science but making those metaphorical substitutions that are
$0 arresting.”
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It was Dr. Samuel Johnson who, in his ‘Life of Cowley’ branded Donne and
his followers as metaphysical poets. Johnson took the cue from Dryden’s derogatory
remark that Donne “affects the metaphysics, not only in his satires, but in his
amorous verses, where nature should only reign; and perplexes the minds of the fair
sex with nice speculations of philosophy, when he should engage their hearts, and
entertain them with the softness of love.” Dr. Johnson made a disparaging review
of the metaphysical poets and criticized them primarily for the excessive use of
learning. According to Dr. Johnson, the true criterion of literary excellence lay in
“the power to please many and please long.” He found this quality lacking in
metaphysical verse. In the 20™. century however, the metaphysical poets , especially
Donne, were reinstated to high critical acclaim. T. S. Eliot gave the metaphysical
poets a proper aesthetic assessment. Eliot observed, “one reason why Donne has
appealed so powerfully to the recent times is that there is in his poetry no attempt
at organisation, rather a puzzled and humorous shuffling of the pieces; and we are
inclined to read our own more conscious awareness of the apparent irrelevance and
unrelatedness of things into the mind of Donne.”

Significantly modern in style, metaphysical poetry eschewed the traditional
subject-matter of poetry. The poets refused to follow the footsteps of Petrarch. They
desired to say, as Dr. Johnson wrote, “what they had hoped had been never said
before. They endeavoured to be singular in their thoughts and were careless of their
diction.” In them we find, on the face of it, a note of playfulness. But probed deeply,
we find they are loaded with seriousness and erudition. This alliance of levity and
seriousness is a major feature of metaphysical poetry. They ransacked different
branches of knowledge and culled materials from them. But their proposed aim was
not to display their vast knowledge. Their poetry was chiefly targeted to provide
acute realism. In Marvell’s “To his Coy Mistress”, for example, we find that the
lover employing hyperbole after hyperbole to prick the bubble of romance and
confront the lady-love with the unpalatable truth that life is not a pastoral idyll but
a strife-torn area where time is not at their disposal.

The metaphysical poets were not only original in their thoughts but also in their
manner of expressions. Here we find a combination of dissimilar images. This is
known as metaphysical conceit. It is a tendency of establishing comparisons between
things which are dissimilar or heterogenous. This metaphysical conceit is not
something extraneous or decorative; they contribute to the main theme of the poems.
Helen Gardner has remarked, “A conceit 1s like a spark made by stones striking
together. After the flash of stones are just two stones. The metaphysical poetry
abounds in such flashes.” In Donne’s “A Valediction : Forbidding Mourning” we see
that two lovers are compared to two legs of a compass. Cowley in “The Given
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Heart” likens a lover’s heart to a grenade shot into a magazine. Donne also compares
a flea to a marriage bed. This employment of far-fetched images helps the metaphysical
poets frame and sustain the argumentative structure of the verse. Joan Bennet in her
essay “Five Metaphysical Poets” remarked, “Experience to the metaphysical poets
was as it were, grist to an intellectual will.”

In general, metaphysical poetry is characterized by syllogistic structure. They set
great store by carefully chalked-out logical connection between the abstract and the
concrete. Here thought is blended with feeling. With the help of syllogistic structure,
they achieve the ‘unification of sensibility” (a phrase coined by T. S. Eliot to mean
the interaction of thought and feeling). That is why metaphysical poetry 1s a felt
thought. Their approach to poetry was very modern as they compelled the reader to
feel and think at the same time. Let us take the following two lines form Donne’s
“The Canonisation”-

“And if no piece of chronicle we prove,
We'll build in sonnets pretty rooms;”

This extract is illustrative of an alliance of thought and feeling.

The metaphysical poets used contemporary language. Their choice of words was
very simple. Their style was characterised by simplicity and colloquial expression.
Elizabethan rhythms were usually derived from the classical heritage. Donne and his
followers eschewed this rhythm. In their verse, rhythm emerged from meaning. They
supplanted diffuseness with compression. The following extract from “The Sun
Rising” is indicative of colloquial and realistic tone so typical of metaphysical verse:

“Busy old fool, unruly sun,

Why dost thou thus,

Through windows, and through curtains call on us?
Must to thy motions lovers’ seasons run?

Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide

Late school boys and sour prentices,

Go tell court huntsmen that the king will ride,

Call country ants to harvest offices,

Love, all alike, no season knows nor ¢hme,

Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.”

Concentration is another feature of metaphysical poetry. It demands the reader’s
attention to an idea or a tie of argument and does not invite him to pause upon a
passage and to reflect upon it. That is why a metaphysical poem tends to have a well-
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knit structure. Helen Gardner aptly remarked, “A stanza of Donne or Herbert is not
like rhyme royal or Spenserian stanza, an ideal mould into which the words have
flowed. It is more like limiting frame in which words and thoughts are compressed,
a box sweets compacted lie.”

The following poets are generally classified as Metaphysicals, in the sense that
their works show most of the features enumerated above:

John Donne

John Donne was the father of metaphysical poetry. He was raised a Roman
Catholic but later became a member of the Anglican Church. His poetry was never
published in his lifetime but was circulated in manuscripts. His best-known work is
Songs and Sonnets, a collection of 55 love poems famous for different moods
addressed to several persons. Some of the poems are cynical in tone while the others
are warm and candid. Love for Donne is not a soulless convention but a rich feeling
that stimulates him to engage with it with a diversity of moods. He usually opened
his poems with a startling declaration and ended them with a turn of a phrase.
Complex, rich imagery and passionate declarations formed part of his style. His
major poems include ‘A Valediction, Forbidding Mourning’, ‘The Extasie’, ‘Holy
Sonnets’ etc. Donne uses striking images which are drawn from diverse fields such
as astronomy, geography, history. In his Elegies we find Donne giving expression
to sensual love in an uninhibited way. His cynical frame of mind is seen here. His
‘Satires’, written in imitation of Persius, reflect his realism. The Progress of The
Soul is a religious work with a deep moral chord, evoking diverse female figures like
Eve and Queen Elizabeth in a satirical and pessimistic voice. In his last days he
composed ‘Divine Poems’ which are argumentative in nature, exploring the absurdity
and truthfulness of life and devotion. Among his ‘Divine Poems’, the best-known
poems are “Death be not Proud” and “A Hymn to God the Father”.

George Herbert (1593-1633) - He was an Anglican poet and his most prominent
work 1s the witty and symbolic ‘The Temple’ (1633). He used his art to propagate
the ideas of the Christian religion, and to explore worldly emotions and faith.
‘Denial’ and ‘The Collar’ are some of his best poems and ‘Easter Wings’ is one of
the earliest and finest examples of pattern-poetry. His poetry was not published in his
lifetime. Herbert himself described his work as a “picture of the many spiritual
conflicts that have passed betwixt God and my soul, before I could subject mine to
the will of Jesus, my master; in whose service I have now found perfect freedom.”
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Henry Vaughan (1622-95) — He was a disciple of Herbert. He was not
associated with religion by profession. He studied at Oxford and London, both law
and medicine. Death of his wife and his own illness evoked in him a religiosity
which made him compose ‘Silex Scintillans’ (1655) whose sub-title 1s  “Sacred
Poems and Private Ejaculations”. His poems are closely reminiscent of Herbert’s
poems in “The Temple”. Through his verse, he tries to unravel the mysterious realm
where God resides, away from the eyes of the human world. There is a mystical
quality in his poems like ‘The World’, ‘The Waterfall’, ‘The Night’ and ‘The
Retreat’- the last one drawing on the concepts of purity and innocence of childhood,
reminding us of William Wordsworth’s ‘Ode on Intimations of Immortality’.

Andrew Marvell (1621-78) - Educated at Cambridge, he was a colleague of
John Milton, a Christian Humanist, and a Member of Parliament. His poems reveal
a melodious grace in portraying witty arguments. “To his Coy Mistress” is one of his
best works which is based on the theme of ‘Carpe diem’ (i.e. ‘seize the day’). Apart
from lyrics like ‘On a Drop of Dew’ he also wrote satirical poems like ‘Flekno , an
English Priest at Rome’, Edward Albert says of him, “Marvell’s work has the
subtlety of wit, the passionate argument and the learned imagery of the metaphysicals,
combined with the clarity and control of the classical followers of Jonson and the
gracefulness of the cavaliers.”

Richard Crashaw (1612-1649) - He was another metaphysical poet with a
religious inclination. He regarded Herbert as his inspiration and composed ‘Steps to
the Temple’ in 1646. His images and symbols were taken from the physicality of the
sensory world, but they successfully highlighted a very distinct Christian viewpoint.
He also wrote epigrams in Latin titled ‘Epigrammata Sacra’.

Abraham Cowley (1618-67) - He supported the King during the Civil War, was
exiled and returned only after the Restoration of monarchy. ‘The Davideis” (1656)
written in heroic couplets, ‘The Mistress’ (1647), a group of love-poems and
‘Pindarique Odes’ are some of his better known works.

3.12.3 The Development of Poetry- Cavalier Tradition

The cavalier poets were a group of poets who were influenced by the poetry of
Ben Jonson. Combining gaiety and wit they wrote poetry that was suited to the
aristocratic ambience of the court of Charles I. King Charles I was a connoisseur of
the fine arts and the cavalier poets tried to entertain him with their verse. These
poets were all courtiers. They chiefly wrote on the themes of love and chivalry.



160 NSOU « CC-EG-01

These poets preferred the easy articulations of the classic lyric and eschewed
complex images and symbols. Frequent references to Roman mythology rang through
their poems suggesting an affinity with the classical poets. Such usage of Roman
myths was instrumental in imparting a picturesque touch to their verse. The precision
of form was another hallmark of cavalier tradition. The best known among them
were Richard Lovelace, John Suckling, Thomas Carew, Robert Herrick.

Like the metaphysical poets, they employed a logical pattern, but they were
different from the metaphysical poets as they did not attempt at an intellectualisation
of poetry. Dramatic tension, a feature frequent in metaphysical poetry, was found
lacking in their poetry. It is true that in their poems we can evince a reflective bent
of mind. However, they did not employ erudite conceits characteristic of the
metaphysical poets. They stopped short of expanding the scope of the conceits to the
fullest extent. Their diction was simple and closer to the colloquial language. This
conversational tone imparted a naturalness to their verse, as seen in Suckling’s “The
Constant Lover™:

“QOut upon it, I have loved
Three whole days together,

And am like to love three more
If it hold fair weather”

Robert Herrick (1591- 1674)

The best lyric poet among the cavaliers was Robert Herrick. He was educated at
Cambridge. He was a supporter of Charles I during his period of struggle with the
parliament. Most of his poetry was conditioned by the influence of the court. For his
witty style, Herrick is often compared to the Roman poet Catullus.

Among the cavaliers, he was the most religious. As a clergyman, he upheld the
moral values in his verse. Hesperides (1648) was his collection of secular poems. His
religious poems were published in Noble Numbers (1648).

Herrick was not only a practitioner of devotional poetry. He wrote on the theme
of love too. Many of his poems bore the stamp of sentimentality and pagan
sensuousness. The lover in Herrick set great store by enjoyment. His famous lyrics
include “Gather ye rosebuds while ye may”, “To Anthea”, “To Blossoms”. Exploration
of pastoral beauty was the stock theme of his verse. Herrick described the beauty of
nature wonderfully. His fascination for nature is seen in “A Country Life”. His note
is not that of passion but one of adoring gallantry. He delights in purely physical
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beauty and portrays it with the love of a worshipper and the skill of an artist. Read
below an extract from one of Herrick’s poems.

A SWEET disorder in the dress

Kindles in clothes a wantonness;—

A lawn about the shoulders thrown

Into a fine distraction,—

An erring lace, which here and there 3
Enthrals the crimson stomacher,—

A cuff neglectful, and thereby

Ribbands to flow confusedly,—

Thomas Carew (1598- 1639)

Carew combined in his poetry metaphysical idiom and cavalier gaiety. In 1640
his collection of poems entitled Poems was published. He 1s chiefly conspicuous for
his shorter lyrics among which mention may be made of “Ask me no more where
Jove bestows”, “To my Inconstant Mistress”, “Mediocrity in Love Rejected”. In his
poems addressed to Celia one can find a tone of urgency. Although he takes recourse
to Petrarchan stock-in-trades, poems about Celia evince a note of robust realism. His

social consciousness is seen in these poems.

“A Rapture”, one of his best poems, deals with the physical attractions of love.
Carew wrote some country house poems, a sub-genre of topographical poetry which
provided a panoramic picture of houses of the landed elites and a resultant eulogisation
of the royalty. In this connection mention may be made of his “To Saxham” Carew
composed an elegy for John Donne entitled “Elegy upon the Death of Dr. Donne”.

John Suckling (1609- 1642)

Suckling was a prominent figure among the cavalier poets. His poetic output was
small. In 1646 a collection of his poems appeared as Fragmenta Aurea. He
simplified Donne’s early cynicism in his verse. He had a wonderful sense of humour
which is found expressed in his “Session of the Poets” and the delightful “Ballad
upon a Wedding”. Suckling was a social critic and diagnosed the evils of society in
some of his poems. His “The Wits, or Sessions of the Poets” was a mock-ballad
directed at contemporary writers. In “A Ballad upon a Wedding” he took the
conventional epithalamium to a new height. In “The Deformed Mistress” Suckling
made a parody of the conventional blazons (blazon is a poetic device by means of
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which the poet catalogues the physical charms of the female subject). In “Why so
pale and wan fond lover?” Suckling makes a satirical dig at the lachrymose
Petrarchan lover,

“Why so dull and mute young sinner?

Prithee why so mute?

Will, when speaking well can’t win her,

Saying nothing do’t?

Prithee why so mute?”

Richard Lovelace (1618- 1658)

Lovelace was a formidable name among the cavalier poets. He fought for
Charles I during the Civil War and was imprisoned in 1642. No other cavalier poet
expressed more beautifully the cavalier code of honour than he. His poems are
contained in two volumes: Lucasta and Posthumous Poems. His famous poems
reflect the aftermath of the Civil War. His “To Althea, from Prison”, occasioned by
the tyranny of the Puritan government under Oliver Cromwell, evinces his plea for
freedom:

“Stone Walls do not a Prison make,
Nor Iron bars a Cage;

Minds innocent and quiet take

That for an Hermitage”

Some of the major themes present in his works are honour, courage, longing and
hope for a good life. Traces of metaphysical wit and imagery are found in some of
his poems like ‘The Grasshopper’. In poems such as “The Falcon”, “Another”, “The
Ant” he discusses the political events of his time allegorically.

3.12.4 Glossary of Related Terms

Sonnet. A poetic form derived from the Italian word ‘sonetto’, referring to a
fourteen line poem following a particular structure and rhyming pattern.

Lyric: A particular type of poem which has a song-like quality (can be sung to
the accompaniment of a lyre or harp) and is emotional in appeal.

Ballad. A narrative poem (a poem which tells a story), usually of folk origin
which can be set to music. It often has a repetitive stanza or ‘refrain’ at the end which
deals with a romantic or melancholic truth of life.
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Blank Verse: Unrhymed iambic pentameter- the most common verse form in
English poetry.

Epic: An extended narrative poem with the following features:
e Serious or elevated subject matter
o Elaborate metaphors and exalted language
o Celebrating heroic deeds of the protagonist/s
e Grand style
e Invocation to the muse and presence of a supernatural, higher authority
e High moral tone
Ode: A lyrical poem in praise of or dedicated to someone.

Heroic couplet. Rhyming pairs of lines in 1ambic pentameter, suitable for epic or
narrative poetry.

Terza rima: A typical verse stanza form which consists of an interlocking three-
line rhyme scheme (aba bcb cde). This was introduced by the Italian poet Dante
Alighieri.

Rhyme royal. Stanza consisting of seven lines, usually iniambic_pentameter

following the rhyme scheme ababbcc. Extensively used by the medieval poet
Chaucer and considered to be a suitable measure for composing narrative poetry.

Masque: Form of festive courtly entertainment (pageant) that flourished in 16th-
and early 17th-century Europe.It combined dialogue, song dancing and pantomime.

Pattern-poetry: The lines were designed to form a specific shape (such as a
swan, an egg, wings, etc.) and with a similar theme Of Greek origin , pattern poetry
was practised by some 17" century poets, for example, George Herbert. You may
take a look at Herbert’s “Easter Wings’ in an anthology of metaphysical poetry, to
get an idea.

3.12.5 Detailed Summing Up

The Development of Elizabethan Poetry

e The Renaissance saw the encouragement of poets by the Tudor court. The
court- poets wrote poems which ranged over a variety of subjects including
friendship, love, jealousy and betrayal.
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The rich, noble patrons of arts played an important role in influencing the
literary genres, as the poets had to cater to their tastes and value their
judgement in order to continue being in their favour.

The sonnet, the epic, the elegy and the pastoral — all forms of poetry
followed particular conventions , descending from classical literature and
entering English poetry through Italian or French poetry .

The poets depict intimate feelings and make passionate declarations of love
in their poetry . But often , the poetic persona is a creation of the poetic
convention although sometimes there are touches of personal experience.
The theme of ‘carpe diem’ was a recurrent motif , in all forms of lyric
poetry.

The concept of humanism can be traced in most of the works, and the search
of earthly beauty and perfection was a recurring theme. Neo —Platonism was
a strong influence . Greco-Roman myths were often retold in experimental
verse.

The employment of subtle wit and double meanings in poetry was fairly
common.

The following are some of the important forms of poetry which flourished in the
period spanning the early and late Tudor period.

Lyrical Poetry of all types, especially the sonnet.

Descriptive and narrative poetry, mainly allegorical and pastoral works with
references to Greek mythology.

Religious and didactic poetry.
Satirical poems.
The Epic.

The Development of Poetry- Metaphysical Tradition

Metaphysical poets broke away from the traditional Petrarchan verse. Metaphysical
poets such as John Donne, Andrew Marvell, Henry Vaughan and others made an
amalgam of emotion and reason. Some of the features of their poetry are as
follows—

The poems are characterised by a note of realism.

Most of the metaphysical poems have a dramatic beginning.
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e They used the diction and rhythm of spoken speech in place of refined and

ornamental diction.

‘Unified Sensibility’ (a union of reason and emotion) i1s a hallmark of
metaphysical verse.

Employment of far-fetched comparisons known as metaphysical conceit is a
special feature of metaphysical poets.

Metaphysical poetry is remarkable for its syllogistic structure. Its argumentative
nature enhances the readers’ interest in following the progress from stanza
to stanza.

o Concentration is another feature of metaphysical poetry.

The Development of Poetry- Cavalier Tradition

Cavalier poets were court poets. They were different from the metaphysical poets
in the sense that their poetry is less intellectual and more emotional. Famous cavalier
poets were Robert Herrick, John Suckling, Richard Lovelace and Thomas Carew.
They were inspired by the poetry of Ben Jonson. Some of the features of their poetry

are-

e Their poetry gave expression to the life and culture of the upper class.

e They were influenced by classical ideas.

e Love and chivalry are oft-treated themes in their verse.

o Cavalier poetry is marked by gaiety and wit.

o In cavalier poetry we find frequent references to Roman mythology.

3.12.6 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type:

1
2.

Discuss the development of Elizabethan poetry.

Write an essay on the contribution of the metaphysical poets to English
literature.

. Write an essay on the contribution of the cavalier Poets to English literature.

Discuss the development of the sonnet from Wyatt to Shakespeare.
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Medium Length Answers:
1. Discuss some of the common themes found in the Elizabethan sonnets.
Assess the contribution of Edmund Spenser as a Renaissance poet.

Assess the contribution of John Donne as a metaphysical poet.

oW

What are the main points of difference between Elizabethan and metaphysical
poetry?
Short Answer Type:

1. Briefly write on any two metaphysical poets belonging to school of John
Donne.

2. Who are the cavalier poets? Comment on the works of any two of them.

. Assess the contribution of Edmund Spenser as an Elizabethan poet.

LN

4. Assess the contribution of Sir Philip Sidney to Elizabethan poetry.

3.12.7 Suggested Reading

History of English Literature by Edward Albert.
A Short Oxford History of English Literature by Andrew Sanders.
The Concise Cambridge History of English Literature by George Sampson,

The Pelican Guide to English Literature (Volume 2): The Age of Shakespeare (Ed.
Boris Ford).

The Pelican Guide to English literature (Volume 3). From Donne to Marvell (Ed.
Boris Ford).
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3.13.0 Introduction

As in the genres of poetry and prose, drama too was largely influenced by the
Renaissance. In this Unit you will see for yourselves how different from medieval
dramaturgy and varied in itself the dramatic output of this period was. Notice that the
one significant break in dramatic traditions found here is the complete independence
from any kind of religious motives. Of course, the Interludes in the earlier period had
already signalled this break; but the departure 1s much more pronounced in Elizabethan
and Jacobean drama. The insistence here is on incorporating in themes and characters,
the diverse aspects that contemporary culture had incorporated as a result of the
Renaissance. You have had some acquaintance with this multiplicity in the previous
unit(s). You will also do good to connect with the continuities with Classical Drama
that are mentioned in Module 1 Unit 3 of Core Course 2. Given below are some of
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the significant heads under which we shall be studying anew the developments in the
drama of this period:

o To understand the movements that influenced the development of drama.
e To identify the major dramatists and their plays.
e To study how playhouses and patrons were important

e To note how drama suffered a decline and ultimately the theatres were shut
down.

3.13.1 The Movements that Influenced Drama

“The Renaissance is a European phenomenon. In all literatures in the sixteenth
century the same general causes were at work: the liberation of thought from the
scholasticism that bound it, the revolt against spiritual authority incited by the
Reformers, who were later the bitterest enemies of the same revolt; wonder at the
new earth and sky as revealed by navigators and astronomers, perception of greater
beauty in the Greek and Latin classics—especially in the former, which had lately
been recovered. But while these characteristics were common to all, the effect of the
Renaissance in each country was the formation of a national literature. In the
Renaissance as in the Reformation there was a strong element of individualism. The
desire for literary beauty led to an intensive cultivation of the language spoken by
each nation, to an increased use of its own power of expression.” (Legouis 62)

The word Renaissance as you already know, literally means ‘rebirth’ and signifies
the complex processes of change that transformed England like many other European
countries during the late 16 and early 17® centuries. The “new learning” had already
made itself felt in various parts of Europe during the 14™ and 15% centuries. The
revival of classical learning also fostered an interest in the vernacular language.
Those scholars who helped to bring about a revival of learning were called Humanists.
They shifted the focus from God to man and promoted an interest in the commonplace.
The Humanists flourished around 1490 to 1578 (Legouis 64) and included names like
William Grocyn; Thomas Linacre; John Colet; Sir Thomas More and the Educationists
like Sir Thomas Elyot; Sir John Cheke and Roger Ascham among countless others.
“Humanism did not long remain undisturbed. Scarcely had it reached literature when
the Reformation crossed and thwarted it.” (Legouis 67) A large number of Humanists
were forced to choose between the Pope and Luther or Calvin.

The Bible and the Prayer Book got translated in several versions, notably by
William Tyndale and Miles Coverdale and introduced the “biblical dialect” in English
prose. The vernacular language translations of the Bible culminated in King James
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I sanctioning the Awthorized Version of the Bible in 1611. The dissolution of the
monasteries between 1535 and 1539 (Legouis 68) gave rise to antiquarians and
chroniclers like John Leland, Edward Hall, Raphael Holinshed, John Stow and John
Speed. The Reformation manifested itself in literary movements in Scotland as well.
The reduced influence of the church and the rise of Protestantism meant the beginning
of the ‘modern era’. In England the Act of Supremacy that declared the King as the
Head of the Church of England was passed. The King began to confiscate church
property, demolishing some, and selling others. This helped in the growth of a new
class of gentry who would patronize the arts and drama in the future. Elizabeth tried
to reconcile the papists and the Protestants but neither was appeased by the measures
she adopted and the Queen was to be troubled throughout her reign by the schism.
The Reformation movement led to the dominance of Puritanism which gradually
turned an enemy of drama and led to the closing of the theatres in 1642.

3.13.2 Drama in Transition

“None the less it 1s a fact that although the Renaissance and the Reformation
beckoned her onwards to new paths, England remained more faithful to the past than
did the Continent. This is explained by the increasing influence of the people, later
exerted particularly strongly in the theatre; popular taste in literature is for things of
the past.” (Legous 63)

English drama traces its origins to Christianity. Plays were written by priests and
performed in the church precincts. Early plays were called ‘Mysteries’—they took
their stories from the Bible and ‘Miracles’—those plays dealing with incidents in the
lives of saints and martyrs. The miracle plays were viewed with disfavour by Protestants
and Humanists. Later the plays shifted out of the church and into the market places.
Four cycles of plays have been preserved—those of Chester, Coventry, York and
Towneley. These plays contain religious instruction and sometimes crude jokes in the
Biblical scenes. In The Second Shepherd’s Play that you've read in Paper 1, remember
how Mak steals a sheep and hides it in his wife’s bed, passing it off as a baby in a
cradle.

Drama evolved into the ‘Morality play’ which replaced Biblical characters with
personified abstractions. Vice was a common and sometimes comic character in a
Morality. A famous example of the Morality play was Everyman. “The Reformation
early sought to use the moralities for her own ends, and the attempt was made
simultaneously in Scotland and England.” (Legouis 75) In Scotland Sir David Lyndsay
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and in England John Bale wrote moralities mingling the political or historical with
the religious. Bale’s Kyng Johan anticipates Shakespeare’s King John. Skelton’s
morality Magnyfycence written about 1516 is the first example of a secular morality.
It gives Henry VIII apparently a lesson in wisdom and against extravagance. The
influence of the Renaissance appears more clearly in The Four Elements (1519) and
the play of Wyt and Science (towards 1540). The next stage of drama was the
‘Interludes’. These were short plays with mainly ordinary characters like citizens or
friars. There was broad farcical humour too. The Interlude was the predominant form
of drama under the Tudors. John Heywood (1497?-15807) showed a keen sense of
stage-craft. Heywood’s Interludes are comic dialogues or slight jesting scenes, based
as a rule on French originals. The best known is 7he Four P’s which involves a
dispute between the Palmer, Pardoner, ‘Pothecary (apothecary) and Pedlar about
who can tell the biggest lie. “During 1520 to 1578 no masterpiece was produced.”
(Legouis 74)

Drama after 1550 shows the Classical influence: The “high comedy” of the first
purely secular play in English, Henry Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucrece (1497) had
inspired no immediate successors. From 1550 onwards various writers produced
original comic plays in English adopting the five-act structure, the unity of action and
consistency of characterization from Latin playwrights like Plautus. Before 1552
Nicholas Udall wrote Ralph Roister Doister, a robust comedy. In the play Ralph is
a braggart and a fool, Matthew Merygreke is inspired by the “parasite” figure of
classical comedy and Dame Custance or Constance is a loyal English matron and her
servants resemble real English servants. “Mirth”, says Udall “prolongeth life and
causeth health”. (Legouis 76) Gammer Gurton’s Needle (¢.1559) acted in Cambridge
is an equally vigorous native comedy. Mother Gurton loses her needle while mending
the breeches (trousers) of her husband Hodge. The whole village is turned upside
down and finally Hodge discovers the needle was all along in his breeches!

Romance was not considered necessary to comedy despite the success of Richard
Edwards’ lost plays Damon and Pythias (1564) and Palamon and Arcite (1566).
Between 1550 and 1578 many English plays were performed. Some of these like
Appius and Virginia, John Pikeryng’'s A newe Enterlude of vice, conteyninge the
History of Horestes...(15977) were like moralities, Thomas Preston’s Cambyses (1569)
was in form like a Shakespearean history play and Whetstone’s Promos and Cassandra
(1578) was notable.

Early English Tragedy was shaped by the Senecan plays of Italy and by Seneca
himself whose dramas were translated by 1581. The Senecan form was a vital influence
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in England and later playwrights adopted its pattern of high tragical action, the
revenge motif, the ideas of fate and retribution told in blank verse, the mechanism
of the supernatural in the shape of a ghost, the chorus and the play-within-a-play.
Gorbuduc or Ferrex and Porrex (acted ¢ 1561) was written jointly by Thomas Sackville
and Thomas Norton. It was written in blank verse and had a loftiness of style.
Gorboduc abdicates in favour of his two sons Ferrex and Porrex. The younger prince
kills the elder. The Queen takes revenge for the murder. There is rebellion, a civil
war, the King and Queen are killed before things settle down. Spanish, Dutch and
Italian plays also influenced the fledgling English theatre. Thomas Hughes’ Misfortunes
of Arthur (acted 1588) was an embryonic tragedy, lacking the vitality and vim of later
tragedies. Gascoigne’s Jocasta was acted in 1566 and was adapted from a play by
Euripedes.

The History play was called the Chronicle play. John Bale’s King John was a
morality play with real figures from the reign of King John. The Famous Victories
of Henry V, The Troublesome reign of King John were predecessors of the history
plays of Marlowe and Shakespeare. All these playwrights transformed plots and
writing material from different sources into plays reflecting the might of their ruler.

3.13.3 The Stage

It was the formation of companies of professional players and their patronage by
powerful noblemen that helped to establish drama on a more secure footing. The first
company to obtain a Royal grant of a patent was that of the Earl of Leicester in 1574
The performances took place at first in the inn-yards, but in 1576 the first theatre was
built outside the city boundaries. James Burbage, a joiner by trade, erected a playhouse
beyond the city walls. The playhouses included the Red Lion, the Theatre, the Curtain,
the Rose, the Swan, Fortune, Red Bull, the Hope, Blackfriars, Whitefriars, Paul’s and
the most famous the Globe. The Shoreditch Theatre was either the “first or the
second permanent playhouse constructed in Europe since late antiquity” (Mullaney
18). In his The Schoole of Abuse (1579) Stephen Gosson attacks and states a number
of objections to public theatre. The real fear was that of the illusory effect a play
could produce and thus seem like the work of the devil. By the end of the century
the city was ringed with playhouses to the north and south, posted strategically
outside the jurisdiction and powers of civic containment and control or in the
“liberties”. Here the citizens pursued pastimes in the gaming houses, marketplaces,
taverns, bear-baiting arenas and brothels which stood beside monasteries, sites of
executions and at the extreme ends leprosy or ‘lazar’ houses.
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From 1594, London was where the players were officially licensed by the Privy
Council to perform in their own custom-built playhouses, week after week and year
after year. On this stage the actor was important. His dress was gaudy and expensive
and his delivery and timing needed to be perfect. There were no women performers
yet and boys or young male actors played those parts (which sometimes caused
uneasiness and disapproval). The audience was heterogeneous, made up of the
“groundlings” and courtiers. Andrew Gurr’s important study Playgoing in
Shakespeare’s London shows how women also attended public theatres in significant
numbers and included courtesans, aristocratic ladies and citizens’ wives. Leading
actors were very sought after and if they sometimes owned shares in the theatre they
could make their fortune. Plays were later rehearsed before The Master of Revels
before their public performance because theatre had become prominent and was
therefore potentially dangerous. The story of companies between 1572 and 1642 is
one of increasing royal favour and protection. Patrons included the Earls of Leicester,
Essex, Sussex, Pembroke and Oxford, Lord Strange, Lord Admiral’s Men, The Queen’s
Men, Lord Chamberlain’s Men and later The King’s Men in the time of James I. For
nearly forty years London never had fewer than six playhouses with four regular
companies (enjoying royal patronage), performing daily except on Sundays and for
most of Lent, or when the plague set everyone apart.

3.13.4 The Dramatists and Their Plays: University Wits &
Others

The number and diversity of the plays make classification difficult as does a lack
of exact dates. The principal predecessors of Shakespeare in the history of English
drama were the “University Wits”. These were young men who were associated with
Oxford and Cambridge universities that trained their students in rhetoric with the aid
of Seneca, Terence and modern Latin imitations. The most notable were Marlowe,
Greene, Peele, Kyd and Lyly. Among the plays acted before court were the plays of
John Lyly (15547-1606) whose comedies were euphuistic romances. These witty
comedies hke Campaspe (1581), Sapho and Phao (1582), Endimion (1586), Midas
(1590) address and flatter the various attributes of the majesty of the queen, Elizabeth.
The mythological pastorals were Galathea, Love’s Metamorphosis, The Woman in
the Moon and Mother Bombie. Lyly wrote a prose {(‘euphuistic’) that was artificial
in structure and language but refined in manner, witty and graceful beneath the
artificiality. His plays paved the way for Shakespeare’s Love's Labour Lost, As You
Like It or A Midsummer Night's Dream.
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George Peele (1558-1597) also flatters Elizabeth in his graceful pastoral 7he
Arraygnement of Paris (1581) He uses the same ornate manner in his scripture drama
The love of David and Fair Bethsabe, with the Tragedy of Absalon. He turned to
history in his rambling chronicle play Edward I and parodied the romanticists in The
Old Wives' Tale. In the play Madge, the old wife begins to tell a story but breaks off
after several false starts, once the actors enter. In the story two brothers are seeking
their sister who is under the spell of a magician.

Thomas Kyd (1558-1594) wrote The Spanish Tragedie which revealed great
dramatic power as did another play written by an unknown author Arden of Feversham
(1586). The latter play i1s based on details of a recent crime taken from Holinshed’s
Chronicle. The subject 1s the murder of a rich citizen, Arden, by the tailor Mosbie
who is the lover of Alice, Arden’s wife. Alice instigates Mosbie to commit the ¢rime
but dies repentant. The play has a striking realism. Kyd’s play borrows heavily from
Seneca, especially his scenes of horror, madness and the supernatural. The Spanish
Tragedie is a revenge drama. Horatio 1s the son of Hieromimo, the marshal of Spain.
He 1s murdered for daring to love Bel-Imperia, a Spanish princess. She and Hieronimo
swear to discover the murderers and take revenge Hieronimo pretends to be mad to
find out his son’s murderers. At Bel-Imperia’s wedding where she is about to marry
Horatio’s murderer, Hieronimo enacts a play which enabled him to attend the wedding
and at the same time take revenge. Every member of the wedding party is killed or
kills himself. Kyd’s revenge formula was successful and inspired many imitators.
Kyd may have written a Hamlet twelve years before Shakespeare’s famous play but
it 18 now lost.

Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) wrote a play that attracted as much attention
as Kyd’s play. This was Tamburlaine Parts 1 and 2. Marlowe was a University wit
who graduated from the University of Cambridge. He brought his intellectual expertise
to the profession of writing plays. His Tartar conqueror Timurlane was a humble
shepherd who goes on to become the master of Asia and shows how man can aspire
to the infinite. Doctor Faustus (1588) is based on a thirst for infinite knowledge. The
main character Faustus sells his soul to the devil in exchange of twenty-four years
of wish-fulfilment. The agony of Faustus as he realises at last the price he has to pay
for his damnation is brilliant. In The Jew of Malia (1589) the Jew Barabas wants
infinite riches. His greed makes him destroy several Christian enemies, his own
daughter until he is caught in the very trap he sets for others. Marlowe’s historical
play Fdward II is mature and its versification approaches the tone of the human
voice. There are passages of lyricism but some scenes like the abdication and murder
scenes are simply brilliant. The play begins with Edward’s accession to the throne
after the death of his father, it traces his troubled reign which came about because
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of his favouritism (Gaveston is his most favourite) and his ¢lashes with his noblemen.
The play culminates in Edward’s murder and the accession of his able son Edward
III who takes revenge. The Queen is a strong figure in the play. Marlowe made his
heroes speak in ‘high astounding terms’ and their power instilled a sense of patriotism
in the hearts of his audiences. Marlowe writes in his Prologue to Tamburiaine that
he will shape the diction and metre of drama away from the prevalent “... jigging
veins of rhyming mother wits/ And such conceits as clownage keeps in pay.”

Robert Greene (1560?7-1592) imitated and parodied the extravagance of
Tamburlaine in his Alphonsus, King of Aragon (1587) and Orlando Furioso (1591).
Greene wrote a play with Thomas Lodge entitled 7he Looking Glass for London and
England He returned to his own style in Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1589) and
the pseudo-historical drama The Scottish History of James IV slain at Flodden...
(1592) Greene has more suppleness and grace than Marlowe and his heroines like
fair Margaret of Fressinfield; Ida and Dorothea foreshadow the romantic heroines of
Shakespeare.

3.13.5 William Shakespeare

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) “He was the man,” said Dryden, “who of all
modern, and perhaps ancient poets, had the largest and most comprehensive soul.”
(Albert 106) In 1592 Robert Greene wrote in his book A Groatsworth of Wit about
an “upstart crow” who was “the only Shakescene in the country”. In 1595
Shakespeare’s name appears on the payroll of the Lord Chamberlain’s company of
actors, who performed at the Court. This company also played in the provinces,
especially during the plague of 1603, in the Shoreditch Theatre till it was demolished,
in the Globe Theatre and finally after 1608 in the Blackfriars. During this period
Shakespeare prospered and purchased property in Stratford and London. He was an
actor also; tradition states he enacted the role of Adam in As You Like It and the
Ghost in Hamlet, minor character roles. About 1610 Shakespeare left for Stratford
and his connection with the acting company may have ended when the Globe theatre
burned down during a performance of Henry VIII in 1613. Shakespeare died on April
23, 1616

Shakespeare was a famous poet too. He wrote many sonnets and his lyricism
found an expression in his plays as well. Mostly songs, they range from grace and
rusticity in his comedies As Yow Like It, Twelfth Night and last plays like The
Tempest to wry humour, nonsense verse, as well as dirges in his famous tragedies.
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All the manuscripts of his plays have perished. During Shakespeare’s lifetime 16 of
his plays appeared singly in Quarto form, but they were unauthorized editions. In
1623, after Shakespeare’s death, the First Folio edition edited by John Heminge and
Henry Condell was printed containing 36 dramas, minus Pericles. Contemporary
references like Elizabethan schoolmaster Francis Meres’ book Palladis Tamia, Wit's
Treasury (1598) mentions twelve of Shakespeare’s plays and other works. The style
of the plays and internal references of contemporary events help in dating some of
the plays. The dates are thus:

1591-92: I Hewnry VI, 2 Henry VI, 3 Henry VI
1593: Richard 11, The Comedy of Errors

1594: Titus Andronicus, The Taming of the Shrew, Love's Labour's Lost,
Romeo and Juliet

1595: A Midsummer Night's Dream, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, King
John

1596: Richard I, The Merchant of Venice

1597 1 Henry IV

1598: 2 Henry IV, Much Ado about Nothing

1599: Henry V, Julius Caesar

1600: The Merry Wives of Windsor, As You Like It
1601: Hamlet, Twelfth Night

1602- Troilus and Cressida, All’s Well that Ends Well
1603: Theatres closed

1604: Measure for Measure, Othello

1605: Macbeth, King Lear

1606: Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus

1607 Timon of Athens

1608: Pericles (in part)

1609: Cymbeline

1610: The Winter's Tale

1611: The Tempest

1613: Henry VIII (in part)
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Classification of the Plays according to Edward Albert:

1.

The Early Comedies: these are relatively immature, the plots are less original,
the characters less finished. The Comedy of Errors, Love's Labour’s Lost
and The Two Gentlemen of Verona fall into this category.

The English Histories: These plays show a rapid maturing of Shakespeare’s
technique. The characters are increasingly complex and have depth. He mingles
chronicle history and low life. There is more blank verse in the style. Richard
I, 1 Henry IV, 2 Henry IV and Henry V fall into this category.

. The Mature Comedies: The spirit of Shakespeare’s comic genius expresses

itself. There is the sophisticated wit of Beatrice and Benedick or the clowning
of Dogberry and Verges in Much Ado about Nothing, the jovial robust humour
of Sir Toby Belch in Dwelfth Night, the lighter clowning of Sir Launcelot
Gobbo in The Merchant of Vewnice, the urbane worldlywise humour of
Touchstone in As You Like It. In style there is much prose and the plays
reveal a vitality, warmth and humanity.

. The Sombre Plays: These are comedies in the sense that their chief characters

do not die but the tone is sombre and tragic. They reflect a cynical,
disillusioned attitude to life and a fondness for objectionable characters and
situations. All’s Well That Ends Well, Measure for Measure and Troilus and
Cressida fall in this category.

The Great Tragedies: These plays are supreme in intensity of emotion, depth
of psychological insight, and power of style. They include Hamlet, Othello,
Macbheth and King Lear.

The Roman Plays: These plays are written at wide intervals and based on
North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives. Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra
and Coriolanus soar in imagination and tragic power.

The Last Plays: The dramatist shows a mellowed approach in these plays, the
style is more serene. Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale and The Tempest fall in
this group.

Shakespeare’s characters are memorable, his plays are quotable and the lines
contain sweetness, flexibility, and rant where needed. Moving in the realm of poetry
the plays express a vast gamut of human emotion and at all times reflect his genius.
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3.13.6 Post—Shakespearean Scene & The Decline of Deama

Shakespeare’s chief rivals were among the humanists. The hostility shown to
him at the beginning by some of the University wits like Greene was renewed later
by Chapman and Jonson. Ben Jonson (1572-1637) was the most prominent of
Shakespeare’s contemporaries. But their styles are studies in contrasts. Jonson was
a classicist and deliberately opposed popular taste. Jonson’s really great play is his
comedy Everyman in his Humour (1598). In Everyman out of his Humour (1599)
Jonson portrays contemporary types. His Aristophanic comedies are Cynthia's Revels
(1601) and the Poetaster (1602). The characters in the latter play satirized his fellow
dramatists Marston and Dekker. The Alchemist (1610) is a great play. Its main figure
Sir Epicure Mammon 1s a generalised type of human greed and extraordinary vitality.
Subtle poses as an alchemist and draws around him a set of dupes and gulls who
allow themselves to be cheated by the hope of sudden riches. Ultimately the chief
dupers are duped. Volpone, or the Fox (1605) is a study of exploitation. The main
character is a miserly sensualist. Epicoene, or the Silent Woman (1609) is more like
the Comedy of Manners and the main character cannot tolerate noise. Bartholomew
Fayre (or Fair, 1614) portrays Elizabethan London and satirizes the growing Puritanism
of the day. In tragedy Ben Jonson was less successful. Sejanus (1603) and Catiline
(1611) depict their Roman background faithfully but fall short of Shakespeare’s
Julius Caesar. Jonson’s characters are “Humour” characters. One element in their
nature is displayed throughout the play and exposed to ridicule. Taken from the
prevailing medical belief that the human body is composed of four basic humours of
fluids (blood, choler, melancholy and phlegm), they determine the characters of
individuals. Too much of a particular humour throws a man’s character off balance.
Thus humour provided Jonson with tools for satire. He brought out the moral diseases
of human nature. His humour characters would inspire later novelists like Fielding,
Smollett and Charles Dickens.

George Chapman (1559-1634) was also a contemporary of Shakespeare. He
translated Homer and wrote plays quite late in his life. His chief comedies are A/
Fooles, Monsieur d'Olive and The Gentleman Usher. These comedies all published
in 1605 and 1606 have a graceful style and pleasant wit. In his tragedies he gives way
to romanticism, and shows the influence of Marlowe. Moral reflections of Greek and
Latin authors peppered his plays. The best known tragedies, founded on contemporary
French history, are Bussy d'Ambois (1598), The Revenge of Bussy d'Ambois (1613),
The Conspiracie and Tragedie of Charles, Duke of Byron, Marshall of France (1608).
The Revenge of Bussy d'Ambois 1s a kind of Hamlet. Bussy d’ Ambois is assassinated
and his brother Clermont who is a philosopher decides to avenge his death after
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much thought. Byron is depicted as a braggart, full of “overweening ambition” (Legouis
135) Chapman had a sound intellectual base and a romantic temperament but in his
plays he sometimes lacked a sense of balance.

Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy

John Marston (15757-1634) was “a ruffian in style” (Legouis 139) his plays have
plenty of coarse and violent speech. His first plays like Antonio and AMellida (1600)
and Antonio’s Revenge are melodramas. They contain a few impressive passages of
horror. His best plays are a kind of tragic-comedy cf. The Malcontent anticipates
some of Shakespeare’s last plays. His The Dutch Courtezan (1605) is a counterpart
of Dekker’s The Honest Whore. The Parasitaster, or the Fawne (1606) has heroines
similar to Shakespeare’s Beatrice and Rosalind but stained with a coarseness. He
shared honours with Jonson and Chapman in writing Eastward Hoe. The play portrays
the life of a tradesman, apprentices and the interior of middle-class households
realistically. Marston was incisive and nervous, his talent helped his contemporaries.

Thomas Dekker (15707-1632) Dekker unites everyday realism with irresistible
romanticism. He struggled with poverty and years in a debtor’s prison. He wrote
mostly in collaboration with other dramatists. The gayest of his comedies i1s The
Shoemaker's Holiday (1599). The hero is Simon Eyre, a jovial London shoemaker,
who 1s vividly described as are his shrewish wife and his apprentices and journeymen.
In Old Fortunatus (15997) the poet Dekker is visible in the scene where the goddess
Fortune appears with her train of cowned beggars and chained kings. His best known
work is The Honest Whore which was published in two parts. The first part (1604)
shows us the courtesan turning from her shame and responding to love. In the second
part she is married to her first seducer, a terrible man, who tries to make her return
to her old profession for gain. Unknown to them her father Orlando Friscobaldo is
disguised as a servant and watches over her.

Thomas Heywood (15757-1650) 1s the nearest to Dekker in terms of pity and
gentleness and has been described by Lamb as ‘a sort of prose Shakespeare’ (Legouis
141). Like Dekker he kept his plays confined to the city and Heywood was an actor
as well as playwright. He appeals to the patriotism of his audience sometimes and
sometimes he appeals to honest emotion. In The Foure Prentises of London, with the
Conquest of Jerusalem there is open flattery of the city. The citizens of London play
chief parts in his Edward IV, The Troubles of Queen Elizabeth and The Fayre Mayde
of the Exchange. Heywood succeeded best in domestic drama—d4 Woman Kilde with
Kindnesse, acted in 1603 and The English Traveller (1633). A woman destroys her
happy home by her adultery and her grieving husband banishes her in a fit of revenge.
She suffers agonies of remorse and at last when her husband forgives her she dies
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in that instant. Heywood had an instinctive goodness, a broad pity for his fellow
humans that was untouched by Puritan rigour.

Thomas Middleton (1580-1627) was a city chronologer and writer of municipal
masques and pageants. He was attached to London like Dekker and Heywood and the
city was the subject of his plays. Middleton was a cynic and like Jonson showed up
the crooked ways and vices of the people. From 1604 to 1612 he wrote several lively
comedies. The best are Michaelmas Terme (1604), A Trick to Catch the Old One, A
Mad World, My Masters, Your Five Gallants (1600) and A Chast Mayd in Cheap-
side (1612). The people who star in these plays are types of revellers, gamblers,
thieves and vagabonds. Middleton showed vice openly on stage though he did not
approve of it. Towards 1612 Middleton turned his hand to writing tragedies, sometimes
in collaboration and showed great skill in doing so. Women beware Women deals
with the scandalous crimes of the courtesan Bianca Capello and how she transforms
from a pure, innocent loving wife into something horrifying. Middleton and the actor
William Rowley (1585?-16427) jointly wrote A Faire Quarrell (1617), The Changeling
(1621) and The Spanish Gipsie (1623). The Changeling 1s their masterpiece, drawing
horrifying events and bringing to life the character of De Flores with tragic force.

Cyril Tourneur turned to stark melodrama and threw a fantastic light on crime
and torture. 7he Revenger's Tragedie (1607) and The Atheist’s Tragedie (1611) are
his major contributions. Vindice in the former play forces his mother to look her
villainy in the face and the play has Italian garb.

John Webster (15757-16257) has written many plays, some in collaboration with
other playwrights but is remembered for two outstanding dramas of horror—7he
White Devil or Vittoria Corombona (¢.1611) and The Duchess of Malfi (1614) The
White Devil is based on the character of the end of the sixteenth century Italian
beauty Vittoria Accorambona who scandalized Rome with her crimes but Webster
also makes us see her fascination even when she is at the centre of a wicked plot.
There are extravagant scenes of physical horror and fantastic strangeness. The Duchess
of Malfi centres on the love of the Duchess for her steward Antonic whom she
marries to the disapproval of her brothers. Ultimately the Duchess is driven mad and
dies and Bosola takes revenge on the guilty brothers as a manner of atonement.
Webster’s genus was individual.

John Fletcher and his collaborators wrote several plays collected in the folio of
1647 and the folio of 1679.

John Fletcher (1579-1625) was inclined to write plays and made use of
collaborative ventures to meet the players’ needs. With Francis Beaumont {1584-
1616) who was the son of a judge, Fletcher formed a friendship towards 1607.
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Separately Beaumont produced his comedy 7he Woman Hater and Fletcher his half-
lyrical pastoral The Fuaithfull Shepheardesse. But they wrote comedies like The
Scorneful Ladie, The Knight of the Burning Pestle or tragicomedies like Philaster or
pure tragedy like The Maides Tragedy and A King and no King (1611) together. All
the plays demonstrate knowledge of stage-craft. With Shakespeare Fletcher collaborated
on certain passages in Henry VIII and Two Noble Kinsmen. Fletcher had written
many romantic tragedies alone like The Tragedie of Valentinian, The Tragedie of
Bonduca, The Loyal Subject (1618) and The Humourous Lieutenant (1619). He also
wrote comedies like AMonsienr Thomas, The Pilgrim and The Wild-Goose Chase.
Fletcher’s chief helper after Beaumont was Philip Massinger. They wrote ten plays
together, tragedies like The False One or comedies like The Little French Lawyer,
The Spanish Curate and The Beggar’s Bush.

Shakespeare’s Successors till the closing of Theatres

Philip Massinger (1583-1639) was the playwright who dominated the stage both
by the sheer number and quality of his plays. He combined Ben Jonson’s exaggeration
of human eccentricities and vices in his comedies with the romanticism of Fletcher
in his tragedies. Massinger’s drama is a “drama of ideas” (Legouis 148) His best
comedies are A New Way to Pay Old Debts (before 1626), The City Madam (1632)
The Guardian (1633) and his serious plays are The Fatall Dowry (1619), The Duke
of Millaine (1620), The Unnatural Combat (1621), The Maid of Honour (1626)
among others.

John Ford (1586-16397) wrote at the same time as Massinger but his plays were
narrower in compass. He was a fatalist, morbid and convinced that passion justifies
all things. He mainly collaborated with Webster, Dekker, and Rowley. His own
works were produced between 1627 and 1633. He wrote a historical play Perkin
Warbeck and tragedies like The Lover’s Melancholy, ‘Tis Pity Shee's a Whore, The
Broken Heart and Love’s Sacrifice. Melodrama and morbidity mingle with incest
unhappy virtue amidst perverse suffering. These themes label Ford’s work as decadent
but as an artist he ranks high.

James Shirley’s (1596-1666) plays were more prolific and varied than Ford’s.
Lamb called him “the last of a great race”. (Legouis 150) His tragedies like The
Traytor (1631) and The Cardinall (1641) show the influence of Tourneur and Webster.
There is more novelty in his comedies, lively sketches of fashionable life under
Charles 1, The Wedding, Changes, Hyde Park, The Gamester and The Lady of Pleasure
written between 1626 and 1635 Shirley also wrote tragic-comedies in the style of
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Fletcher. There are many minor dramatists as drama grew greatly during the
Renaissance. This growth stopped with the closing of the theatres by the order of
Parliament in 1642.

3.13.7 Summing Up

— We should, on the basis of the foregoing discussion be able to have a fair
idea of how the Renaissance and Reformation affected English drama.

— We should be able to trace the growth and transition from a drama that was
religious and was performed on travelling stages to a drama that was secular
and later led to permanent theatres being constructed for staging popular
plays. We note the need for patronage and its influence on acting companies.

— We should have an idea of the major playwrights of the period and some of
their plays, also note the variety as well as enormous output of such plays.

— We follow the progress of drama, till its decadence and decline until the
closing of the theatres in 1642,

3.13.8 Activity Corner

— Many of the plays mentioned in this Unit can be found on You Tube. View
some.

— You can see films of Shakespearean plays made by the BBC production or
American, English and other language versions which adapt these plays:
Twelfth Night (UK, 1995), Macbeth (USA, 1948 dir; Orson Welles. UK,
1971 dir: Roman Polanski), Throne of Blood (Japan, 1957, dir: Akira
Kurosawa adapts Macheth), Romeo and Juliet (USA, 1996), The Taming of
the Shrew (USA/ Ttaly, 1966), Richard Il (UK, 1996), Othello (UK, 1995),
A Midsummer Night's Dream (UK, 1996. USA, 1999), Julius Caesar (USA,
1953), King Lear (UK, 1971. Japanese adaptation Ran by Kurosawa, 1985),
Hamlet (UK, 1948 dir: Laurence Olivier. UK, 1990 dir: Franco Zeftirell.
UK, 1996 dir: Kenneth Branagh). Modern adaptations include Ten Things I
Hate About You, Shakespeare in Love, She’s the Man, Tromeo and Juliet,
West Side Story, among countless others.

— Read Books which adapt Shakespeare’s life or his plays like Angela Carter’s
Wise Children (several references), Gloria Naylor’s Mama Day (The Tempest
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story) or Jane Smiley’s 4 Thousand Acres (King Lear) or Kalyan Ray’s
Eastwords (A Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest mainly),

— Look up on the net some words given to the English language by Shakespeare.
He has many famous quotes which could be compiled. E.g. “To be or not to
beDT

3.13.9 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type
1. Trace the growth of drama till the Renaissance.
2. Who were the ‘University Wits’ and what was their contribution to drama?
3. Write a note on English Revenge Tragedy.

4. Who were the predecessors of Shakespeare in English drama? Describe the
contribution of two of them and indicate how they advanced drama.

5. Give an account of the works of William Shakespeare.

6. Describe the kind of plays that were written post- Shakespeare.
Medium Length Answers

1. Describe the importance of Ben Jonson and his drama.

2. Write a brief note on two dramatists who wrote after Shakespeare.

. Describe the importance of Beaumont and Fletcher.

LN

4. Mention the contribution of Ford and Massinger in English drama.
Short Answer Type
What 1s a Miracle and what 1s a Morality play?

_[\JH

What i1s an Interlude? Give an example.

Name the first English tragedy and give its author and date.

Name the first English comedy with its author and date.

When was the First Folio of Shakespeare published? Name the editors.
Who was Raphael Holinshed? Why is he memorable?

Name one comedy and one tragedy by Shakespeare.

® NN kW

Mention two tragedies by Ben Jonson.
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9. What is the Comedy of Humours? Give an example.
10. Give two examples of Elizabethan City Comedy and state their playwrights.

11. When was the first English theatre constructed? In which year did the theatres
close?

12. Name two revenge tragedies and their dramatists.
13. Who was Seneca? Name an English play written under his influence?
14. Name one play by John Ford and one play by Philip Massinger.

3.13.10 Suggested Readings

General

1. Edward Albert (ed.) History of English Literature, QUP, India, 5* edn, 1979
rev. J A Stone.

2. David Daiches, A Critical History of English Literature, Vols. 2 and 3, Special
Indian Edition, Supernova Publishers and Distributers Pvt. Ltd., 2001

3. Boris Ford (ed). The New Pelican Guide to English Literature, Vol. 2, The Age
of Shakespeare. Penguin Books Ltd, 1955,

4. Emile Legows, A4 Short History of English Literature OUP, India, 2006.
5. Andrew Sanders, The Short Oxford History of English Literature, OUP, 2000,

Drama

Muriel Bradbrook, Themes and Conventions in Elizabethan Tragedy, CUP, Cambridge,
1936.

E.K Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, 4 vols., OQUP, Oxford, 1923,

John. D Cox, and, David Scott Kastan , (eds.) A New History of Early English
Drama, New York, 1997

Andrew Gurr, Playgoing in Shakespeare’s London, CUP, Cambridge, 3™ edn, 2004.
Hattaway, Michael, Elizabethan Popular Theatre, London, 1982,

Allardyce Nicoll, Stuart Masques and the Renaissance Stage, London, 1938,
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Unit-14 0 Thomas Wyatt : ‘Farewell Love’

Philip Sidney : ‘Loving in Truth’
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Summing up

Comprehension Exercises on Loving in Truth
Activity Corner

Comprehensive Reading List

4.14.0 Introduction

In this unit we shall give you an idea of the development of the sonnet form in
England during the Renaissance i.e. the reign of Queen Elizabeth. You need to
remember that the sonnet was a relatively recent poetic form that was imported into
England as a result of the Renaissance. The poems in this unit belong to this early
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category, hence they will provide you an understanding of how the form was
gradually being domesticated in English literature. An in-depth analysis of the two
poems, one each by Sir Thomas Wyatt and Sir Philip Sidney will introduce the
learners to the conventions and conceits prevalent in the earliest traditions of sonnet-
writing in English literature. The themes of virtue, love, beauty and courtly decorum
will be discussed and explored in detail

4.14.1 The Sonnet Form

A sonnet 1s basically a fourteen line lyric which follows a particular rhyme
scheme. It takes its name from the Italian ‘sonnetto’ which literally means ‘little
song’. In the Elizabethan Age, it was introduced to English literature by Thomas
Wyatt, who is famous for his translations and adaptations of the great works of
Francesca Petrarch, the Italian master of the sonnet. A Petrarachan sonnet is usually
divided into an octave {(containing eight lines) and a sestet (containing six lines) and
following the rhyme scheme abbaabba cdecde or abbaabba cdeded. Wyatt was the
first to initiate this verse form into English from Italy during the Renaissance.
Between 1593 and 1600, there was a burst of writing in this particular genre.

4,14.2. The Elizabethan Conceit

A conceit is a fanciful idea, generally expressed through a decorative comparison
or metaphor (a simile where the comparison is implied and not stated). The sonnet
tradition endorsed the employment of elaborate conceits in Elizabethan poetry. The
conventional sentiments of the poet-lover, that were popularised by the classical
poets like Petrarch and Dante, found perfection in the conceits rendered by the
English sonneteers. The stereotypical ideals of courtly society usually portrayed the
lover as a humble, subservient persona in awe of the pure, uncorrupted beloved, who
was always placed on a pedestal to be worshipped. The poet-speaker would
constantly try to immortalise the lady love’s beauty by drawing extravagant analogies
to describe her figure and charm. These conceits were often far-fetched and founded
on impossible standards of external feminine beauty. E.g: Skin described ‘as fair as
snow’, or lips ‘as red as ruby’ etc. The Platonic concept of love being an emotion
which rises above physical attraction can also be traced in the devotion of
the speaker.
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4.14.3 The Life and Works of Thomas Wyatt

Thomas Wyatt, the Elder was the son of Henry and Anne Wyatt, born in
Allington Castle, Kent 1503. In 1516 he entered the University of Cambridge and
was married to Elizabeth Brooke, the daughter of Lord Cobham. He was introduced
to the court of King Henry VIII at a very young age and was sent to a number of
diplomatic missions to foreign lands like France and Rome. He received the
knighthood in 1535, but later he was imprisoned in the Tower of London for unruly
behaviour. After his release, he was sent to Spain as an ambassador. He was
imprisoned a second time for suspected treachery, a charge of which he was later
acquitted. He died in 1542 and none of his poems were published during his lifetime.

Wryatt is credited with having introduced the Italian sonnet form and the terza
rima to English poetry. Ninety six of his poems were published in ‘Songs and
Sonnetts Written By the Ryght Honorable Lord Henry Howard, late Earle of Surrey,
Thomas Wyatt the Elder and others’ (7ottel’s Miscellany), which were basically
courtly verse written in imitation of Petrarch (e.g. ‘I find no peace, and all my war
is done’, ‘How oft have I, my dear and cruel foe’). Some of his popular poems
include ‘Lux, my fair Falcon’, ‘Forget not yet’, and “Whoso List to Hunt’ (supposed
to be dedicated to Anne Boleyn, the second wife of King Henry VIII).

4.14.4 TEXT of Farewell Love

This sonnet was published in Tottel’s Miscellany in1557 with the title “A
Renouncing of Love.”

Farewell Love and all thy Laws for ever
Sir Thomas Wyatt

Farewell love and all thy laws forever;

Thy baited hooks shall tangle me no more.
Senec and Plato call me from thy lore

To perfect wealth, my wit for to endeavour.
In blind error when I did persever,

Thy sharp repulse, that pricketh aye so sore,
Hath taught me to set in trifles no store
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And scape forth, since hiberty is lever.
Therefore farewell; go trouble younger hearts
And in me claim no more authority.

With idle youth go use thy property

And thereon spend thy many brittle darts,
For hitherto though I have lost all my time,
Me lusteth no lenger rotten boughs to climb.

4.14.5 Notes and References (Glossary)

Farewell love: An example of personification, where the abstract emotion of
love 1s granted human characteristics.

Thy: Archaic word for ‘your’.
Laws: Rules and conventions.

Here we see that the speaker is disillusioned with the noble concept of love and
discovers that romantic love has limitations.

Baited hooks: The metaphor or implicit comparison is derived from fishing. Just
as fishermen attach bait (piece of food) to the fishing hook to catch fish, the speaker
believes that young men are trapped in to falling in love. Hence love is deceptive.

Tangle:Snare, capture

Senec: Lucius Annaeus Seneca (c. 4 BC-AD 65) was a Roman philosopher,
rhetorician, and dramatist. Wyatt was an admirer of the works of Seneca and even
translated some of his writings. Seneca was a stoic thinker who established his theory
of the rationality of the human mind, its virtue and ethics. The figure of speech used
here is known as Allusion.

Plato: Plato (428-348 B.C.) was a Greek philosopher and poet. According to
him, love as an emotion must be chaste, pure (almost divine) and non-sensuous or
non-sexual in nature. The figure of speech used here is known as Allusion.

Lore: Wisdom or knowledge
Wealth: The mind’s well-being

‘In blind error when I did’: The figure of speech used here is known
as transferred epithet. The adjective ‘blind’ actually qualifies the speaker ‘I’ and
not ‘error’.
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Persever: Persevere; keep trying

Repulse: Rejection, refusal

Pricketh: To sting (like a sharp-pointed needle or arrow)

‘Hath taught me to set in trifles no store’: This is an example of inversion

Aye: all

Sore: Painful, injurious

Hath: has

Trifles: false stories told to fool or cheat someone

Store: value

Scape forth: venture forward, move on

Lever: preferable

Authority: Right

Idle youth: immature young people (they fall in love easily). The figure of
speech synecdoche is employed here.

Property: good looks, charm

Thereon: next

Hitherto: from now onwards

Brittle darts: Fragile arrows. The God of Love, Cupid, according to Greek
mythology is blind. He shoots arrows from his bow to make people fall in love with
each other and thus love is often referred to as blind or misleading.

Lusteth: want
Lenger: archaic word for ‘longer’

Rotten boughs to climb: Climbing rotten branches of trees. Proverbially,
‘climbing boughs’ is one of the heroic deeds done out of chivalry to prove one’s love.

4.14.6 Discussion and Analysis

e SYNOPSIS:

The speaker rejects or bids farewell to love (or, the object of his love) and
all its complicated rules forever. He personifies the emotion of love and
asserts that love and its puzzling ways cannot entrap him anymore. He is
rather going to follow the teachings of the great philosophers Seneca and
Plato, who treated the concept of love rationally and logically. He believes,
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he will gain true knowledge and wisdom in this manner and be able to
restore his mental well-being and wit. In the next lines, the speaker,
obviously a rejected lover, addresses his beloved directly and declares how
he had been mistaken in long suffering her resistance, which had been quite
painful. This experience had taught him a valuable lesson. He will no longer
attach value to such emotions and escape from the clutches of love, which
will eventually give him freedom. The speaker equates love with pain, and
declares that he would prefer to be free of its past memories.

In the sestet, the poet repeats his farewell to his beloved (whom we may
accept as a lady, taking into account the conventional practices of Elizabethan
love poetry) and adds that since his heart no longer belongs to her, she can
perhaps go and fall in love with other young men. This line may also indicate
the fact that love affects and beguiles young people easily. Her beauty and
youth may attract other young men who are immature, just like he had once
been. Again, the word ‘property’ may refer to Cupid’s arrows. Cupid the
God of love, according to Greek mythology is portrayed as a child who
shoots a pair of golden arrows from his bow. Once these arrows pierce the
hearts of their targets (one male and one female), the two people fall in love.
Hence the affected lovers are not really the ones choosing their partners and
are completely helpless to prevent this emotion. He compares the beloved’s
fickle looks {or love’s ever-changing nature) to these arrows or darts, which
prick to cause pain and are easily broken. Finally he rues the time that he has
wasted in courting her and repents his efforts spent in winning her grace. He
finally declares that he is past that age and wishes no longer to prove his love
to her by accomplishing heroic deeds. The speaker refers to rotten branches
in order to show how his love has died and how no new growth of their
relationship is now possible.

CRITICAL EVALUATION: According to Harry Blamires “At his best
Wyatt has an intensity of feeling, an unaffectedness of phrase, and a
directness of tone which, contained within a pressurized rhythmic pattern,

sweep the reader into intimate involvement with him. One is carried on the
tide™ !

Most of the poems by Wryatt are acutely gloomy and melancholic in tone.
The stock element of a disillusioned lover, who is separated from or forsaken
by an unkind mistress, is found again and again. The lover blames the lady
for being unyielding and unfeeling, curses the past now that he is disillusioned
and questions the nature of love that misleads the young so easily. However,
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unlike the Latin models, in this sonnet, the octet and sestet does not really
provide a contrast in the emotions depicted and the entire sonnet is built
upon a single argument.

¢ MAJOR THEMES

< Logic vs. Emotion: The poet tries to show the distinction between the
two forms of love- one, the romantic love that young people express for
one another and two, the spiritual love that philosophers like Plato and
Seneca rationalised logically in their works. The poet comes to the
conclusion that in keeping himself separate from the pangs of
disappointed love he will be able to uplift his mental powers.

< Inconstancy of the beloved: The poet had tried very hard and
endeavoured for a long time to please the beloved and win her approval.
But having failed in this, he feels bitter and ill-used. He thinks his lady
love has toyed with his heart and now that he has let go of his fancy,
she is free to conquer the hearts of other young men.

<+ The Deceptive nature of Love: Love as an emotion is personified in
this poem as an illusory creature which entraps young immature people
with its ‘hooks’. The poet realises that love 1s hurtful, unfair, and
deceiving. He had been blind and foolish in trying to attain it and now
that he is heart-broken, he understands that he is too old and tired for
such an experience anymore. Thus he bids farewell to love forever.

o STRUCTURE AND FORM: Rhyme scheme: abbaabba cddceelt is a
Petrarchan sonnet with a variation in the rhyme scheme of the couplet. G.
Puttenham described the style adopted by the early Renaissance poets as
having lofty conceits, lucid language and precise expressions. The sonnet,
due to its condensed form, had to rely on the compactness of phrases,
directness of address and a balanced metre.

e STYLE: It must be remembered that Wyatt gave the English sonnet a new
level of craftsmanship. Through rigorous practice, he perfected the form and
made way for the later poets. His sonnets are neither completely classical nor
entirely romantic in tone. Rhetoric was given plenty of importance in this
age. Poetry was meant for the upper classes and it was not just a matter of
recreation. It instructed the noble minds while delighting the senses. A
perfect combination of sentiment, imagery and logical precision was the
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main requisite of a successful sonnet. The sonneteer would draw images
from nature and employ them in a coherent manner in order to express his
logical argument. Wyatt reveals a typically Elizabethan individualism and
love for rationality in his sonnets.

4.14.7 Summing Up

» A rejected lover addresses the abstract concept of love (or his former
beloved).

» Rejection of love and complete disillusionment on the part of the speaker.

» Faith in philosophy and reason restored and a wish to return to the dictates
of Seneca and Plato.

» Evoking the image of the cruel beloved who is beautiful but fickle in love.
» Love equated with blindness, misery and youthful fancy.
» Pessimistic tone.

4.14.8 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type
1. Attempt a critical appreciation of the poem ‘Farewell Love’.
2. Discuss the main theme of the poem ‘Farewell Love’ with special reference
to the typical Elizabethan conventions employed.
Medium Length Type
3. Comment on the use of imagery in this sonnet.
4. Analyse the treatment of love in Wyatt’s sonnet ‘Farewell Love’.

5. Comment on the note of melancholy in this sonnet.

Short Answer type
6. Explain with reference to context the following lines:
a) “For hitherto though I have lost all my time,
Me lusteth no longer rotten boughs to climb.”
b) “Thy baited hooks shall tangle me no more.
Senec and Plato call me from thy lore.”
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4.14.9 Activity Corner:

Read the following poem and see whether it is similar to the poem given in your
syllabus:

Sonnet LXXXVIIL: Farewell! Thou art too dear for my possessing
William Shakespeare

Farewell! thou art too dear for my possessing,
And like enough thou knowst thy estimate.

The Charter of thy worth gives thee releasing;
My bonds in thee are all determinate.

For how do I hold thee but by thy granting,
And for that riches where is my deserving?

The cause of this fair gift in me is wanting,
And so my patent back again is swerving.

Thy self thou gav’st, thy own worth then not knowing,
Or me, to whom thou gav’st is, else mistaking,
So thy great gift, upon misprision growing,
Comes home again, on better judgement making
Thus have I had thee as a dream doth flatter:

In sleep a king, but waking no such matter.

4.14.10 Life and Works of Philip Sidney

Sir Philip Sidney, the eldest son of Sir Henry Sidney was born in 1554 to an
aristocratic family and educated at Oxford University. He was an illustrious member
of the Elizabethan court and took part in the military expedition against Spain. He
lost his life in 1586, at the young age of 32 in the battle near the city of Zutphen.
He was awarded the kmighthood for his immense contribution to the Elizabethan
court. He was a poet, scholar, soldier, diplomat, literary critic and statesman par
excellence. His sequence of 108 love sonnets and 1lsongs titled ‘Astrophel and
Stella’ was published in 1591 after his death and was heavily influenced by the
works of Ronsard and Petrarch’s sonnets (that were dedicated to his lady love Laura).
He wrote the lyrics for his beloved Penelope Devereux, daughter of the Earl of



196 NSOU « CC-EG-01

Essex, whom he was supposed to marry. However, their wedding never took place
since his parents objected to that union and Penelope went on to marry Lord Rich.
Sidney married Frances Walsingham, daughter of Sir Francis Walsingham, in
September 1583, Critics believe that it was around this time that these sonnets were
composed and his wife never really objected to them. “Astrophel” is a combination
of two Greek words meaning ‘star-lover’ and “Stella” in Latin means ‘star’. The
first 35 poems introduce Stella and concentrate on Astrophel’s adoration for her; the
next one addresses Stella directly and then the rest go on to praise her and win her
affection. ‘Stella oft sees the very face of woe’, “With how sad steps, O Moon’, and
‘Come sleep” are examples of some sonnets included in this compilation. Verses on
various other themes by Sidney were published under the title ‘Certain Sonnets’
included in the 1598 edition of ‘The Countess of Pembroke’s Arecadia’. He wrote the
prose piece ‘A Defence of Poesy’ against Gosson’s ‘Schoole of Abuse’, defending
the position of poetry in the world of art.

4.14.11 Text of Loving in Truth

Loving in Truth (From Astrophel and Stella)
Sir Philip Sidney

Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show,

That she, dear she, might take some pleasure of my pain,—
Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know,
Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain,—

I sought fit words to paint the blackest face of woe;
Studying inventions fine her wits to entertain,

Oft turning others’ leaves, to see if thence would flow
Some fresh and fruitful showers upon my sunburn’d brain.
But words came halting forth, wanting invention’s stay,
Invention, Nature’s child, fled step-dame Study’s blows;
And others’ feet still seem’d but strangers in my way.

Thus great with child to speak and helpless in my throes,
Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite,

“Fool,” said my Muse to me, “look in thy heart, and write.”
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4.14.12 Notes and References (Glossary)

Fain in love: eagerly longing for love; also a play on the word ‘feigning’, which
means ‘to pretend’. The lover has undertaken the task of duplicating his true
emotions on paper in the form of verses.

Grace: favour | the word’ grace’ also has a religious connotation. Since the
beloved is put on a pedestal and worshipped by the lover in the tradition of
Elizabethan courtly love, her ‘grace’ or ‘mercy’ has to be earned by him (i.e. the
devotee).

Pity: Compassion, kindliness. The beloved is often portrayed as unfeeling,
unyielding and cold. Hence the lover hopes that his hard work and labour (in writing
the poem) might earn some compassion from the beloved.

Blackest face of woe: Use of personification; ‘woe’ 1.e. anguish or, misery is
portrayed as having a dark- coloured appearance.

Inventions: Poetic trends already established by other poets. A method of
imitation commonly practised by Renaissance poets was called ‘Inventio’. This
referred to consulting manuals of classical rhetoric and lists of acceptable figures of
speech to insert in their works.

Wits: Intellectual faculty
Entertain: Amuse or interest

Turning others’ leaves: Turning the pages of books (compilations of poetry)
written by great poets before him.

Fruitful: Productive, Rewarding
Showers: Rainfall. Here the metaphor refers to an inspiring agent.

Sunburnt brain: The poet compares his brain to a dry, arid plain which is thirsty
for rain, i.e. fresh, new ideas.

Halting forth: Stumbling or stopping altogether
Wanting: Inadequate
Invention’s Stay: Breaking the flow of creativity.

Step-dame study’s blows: ‘Study’ is personified here as a ‘stepmother’. The
figurative child ‘creativity’ flees when beaten or forced by ‘study’ to produce art.

Others’ Feet: the works of other poets; a play on ‘metrical feet’.
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Throes: a severe pang of pain

Great with child: pregnant; this metaphor is employed to compare the artist’s
production of ideas to the act of giving birth by a mother.

Truant: absentee, since the pen refuses to write.
Spite: Malice

Muse: Divine inspiration, according to Greek mythology the Muses were nine
sisters, the daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne, who inspired the arts and sciences.

4.14.13 Discussion and Analysis

SYNOPSIS: The sonnets included in Philip Sidney’s ‘Astrophel and Stella’ are
autobiographical in nature and express his intense personal emotions. Sidney’s love
for Penelope Devereux was unfulfilled in real life and just like his fictional lover,
Astrophel, he was a silent gazer who worshipped his beloved from a distance. The
first sonnet in this collection is titled ‘Loving in Truth’. First and foremost it is a love
poem where a lover’s sincere feelings find tender expression. Secondly, it is an
introspective poem which deals with a poet’s dilemma of producing and perfecting
his art. The poet-speaker wishes to draw the attention of his lady love and it is
through his poetic composition that he wishes to impress her. He believes that his
verse might be able to gain her favour and approval.

The poem opens with a confession as the poet declares that his love 1s honest
and true. But when he tries to show that through his poetry, he fails. In the next few
lines he goes on to list his expectations. He hopes that his lady love would be pleased
by seeing the painstaking effort he takes in composing the poem. Thus, she would
oblige him further by reading his compositions and thereby gain the knowledge that
he loves her dearly. Finally, she may take pity on the hopeful lover and eventually
return his love. In order to entertain the lady love, the speaker knows that his verse
must be superlative. Hence he searches for perfect words and phrases to relate his
sad, suffering condition. Unfortunately, he lacks ideas. He then expects poetry
written in books by other great poets to refresh and influence him just like fresh rain
refreshes the sun-dried earth.

The sestet reinforces the idea that words fail him and he finds it rather difficult
to compose verses naturally. He knows that ‘creativity’ or ‘invention’ is a natural
process, pure and spontaneous. It is impossible to manufacture it through study, an
artificial method. He refers to ‘study’ as a stepmother who cannot force the child
‘invention’ into submission. The words and expressions of other poets appear to be
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strangers to his personal thoughts. He gets frustrated and bites his pen in annoyance.
He feels helpless and hates himself as all his efforts prove to be fruitless. In the last
line to the poem, suddenly he finds an answer to his dilemma. His Muse, the
inspiring agent, whispers to him to look inside his heart and then write. The advice
is simple yet apt. Words relating the sincerest feelings can only come straight from
the heart and not through external, logical devices.

e CRITICAL EVALUATION: Through this work, Sidney approaches the
dominant poetic conventions of his time. In the sonnet — sequence ‘Astrophel
and Stella’, the lover pleads with his mistress, begs for her reciprocal love,
at times fails to resist the temptation of kissing her and thereby angers her.
Stella leaves him towards the end, making room for meditative and
contemplative verses. Sidney was deeply influenced by the styles of Sir
Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey, and carried on the legacy of the 14%
century Italian poet Petrarch. Literary critics of the 19% century regarded this
compilation as a groundbreaking picture of Renaissance court life, since it
presented a rather bold declaration of love on the part of Sidney towards a
woman married to another man But in the 20% century, the focus shifted on
the distinction between secular and religious aspects in the poems, as well
as the physical and the psychological motivations of the speaker. The lover
1s neither satisfied in the end nor rejected completely.

A.C. Hamilton writes, “As one ‘loving in truth’, the lover plans so to
entertain his lady by his sonnets... The argument of the sonnet is that he may
write not because he reads what other lovers have written but because he
truly loves. The forcibleness of his passion is shown in the dynamic clash of
verbs: ‘loving. .. studying ... turning’, rising to the intensity of ‘Biting.. beating’,

LR b

and ending with the simple, double imperative ‘look...write’.
¢ MAJOR THEMES:

-
2

<+ Earthly lover and the idealised lady love: True to the popular
conventions of his time, Sidney’s speaker Astrophel is the hopeless,
humble, ‘storm-tossed’ lover, who worships his ‘guiding star’ Stella
from a distance. The lady love is an unattainable figure, who is all
purity of heart and grace. The earthly lover must woo her tirelessly to
win her consent. The ‘dear she’ is shy, chaste and virtuous whereas the
lover is ever faithful. He charts the movement of her emotions through
his verse. Pleasure may turn to knowledge of the poet’s sincerity and
that knowledge will evoke her sympathy. Finally he hopes that pity will
transform to love.
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« Spontaneous art vs. Logical compositions: The poet- speaker hints at
the paradoxical nature of his artistic attempt, right from the onset of the
sonnet. It is difficult to mould words which express spontaneous emotions
into the brief sonnet form Renaissance art laid much emphasis on
precision of form and elegance of composition. The lover’s feelings are
genuine, yet when it comes to arranging them neatly for his beloved to
read, he finds himself at a loss for words. The poet wishes to give the
lady pleasure out of his creation, but himself feels the pain of composing
his art. The reader can imagine that perhaps in the past the lover had
tried to win her heart through verbal declarations of his love and having
failed in that effort, now tries a different approach. The sonnet reveals
the typical Renaissance attitude to love, which brings the head and
heart together.

« Renaissance poetry and classical imitation: The poets during the
Renaissance in England concerned themselves with ordering their
passionate utterances within the framework of classical rhetoric. They
studied the Italian and Latin masters like Dante and Petrarch, and imitated
their poetic styles. Thus, the lover in the poem turns the pages of the
books written by his predecessors and tries to draw inspiration from
them. However, English poetry also saw the emergence of newer verse
metres during this age, along with experimentation in the rhyme- scheme
and use of well-crafted, original conceits. Hence, finally the poetic
Muse correctly advises the poet to follow his own heart. Here we can
almost read Sidney’s own self-conscious attempt to claim his original
technique and shake off the overwhelming influence of the classical
masters.

STRUCTURE AND FORM: Sidney introduces variations in the octave-sestet
structure of the Petrarchan form. The rhyme scheme of the octave is abababab and
that of the sestet is cdedee. The ending couplet balances the main idea of the sonnet
and provides a final resolution for the poet’s problem Each line consists of twelve
syllables, hence are Alexandrines.

STYLE: Though autobiographical, the sonnet reflects ingenuity through the use
of well-phrased analogies i.e. conceits. The formality of construction, witty use of
metaphors and bitter-sweet tone make the lyric both dramatic and elegant. The
classical conventions are maintained to reflect the mood of the lover, who is in turn
optimistic and hopeless. The metrical regularity of his verses and sophistication of
style adds to the sonnets appeal.
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4.14.14 Summing Up

3

“?‘

“?‘

It is a powerfully dramatic and original sonnet, which rises above its
autobiographical elements.

The poet 1s modest and self-conscious about his art. He does not hide his
shortcomings.

The lover relates his personal experience taking the reader into confidence.
His love is both ennobling and despairing.

Conceits are developed wittily and used with rhetorical ingenuity.

The couplet resolves the poet’s dilemma with the Muse asserting that true art
does not need external stimulus. It springs from the inner core of the heart.

4.14.15 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type:

1.

Analyse and comment on the characteristic of the Elizabethan sonnet with
reference to the sonnet by Philip Sidney, in your syllabus.

Discuss the distinctive features of the sonnet as revealed in Sidney’s ‘Loving
in Truth’.

. How does Sidney combine traditional and individual elements in his sonnet

‘Loving in Truth’?

Medium length:

4,
3.

Discuss the nature of love as portrayed in ‘Loving in Truth’.

Examine the imagery employed in ‘Loving in Truth’.

Short Answer type:

6.

7.

Attempt an analysis of the structure and style of the sonnet by Philip Sidney
given in your syllabus.

Explain with reference to the context:
a) “Studying inventions fine her wits to entertain,
Oft turning others’ leaves, to see if thence would flow
Some fresh and fruitful showers upon my sunburn’d brain.”

b) “Fool,” said my Muse to me, “look in thy heart, and write.”
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4.14.16 Activity Corner

Read the following poem and see whether it is similar to the poem given in your
syllabus:

Amoretti LXXV: One Day I Wrote her Name
Edmund Spenser

One day I wrote her name upon the strand,

But came the waves and washed it away:

Again I wrote it with a second hand,

But came the tide, and made my pains his prey.
“Vain man,” said she, “that dost in vain assay,
A mortal thing so to immortalize;

For I myself shall like to this decay,

And eke my name be wiped out likewise.”
“Not s0,” (quod I) “let baser things devise

To die in dust, but you shall live by fame:

My verse your vertues rare shall eternize,

And in the heavens write your glorious name:
Where, when as death shall all the world subdue,
Qur love shall live, and later life renew.”

4.14.17 Comprehensive Reading List

Shakespeare and Elizabethan Poetry: M.C. Bradbrook

Sir Thomas Wyatt and his background: Patricia Thomson

Elizabethan Poetry: Lyrical and Narrative: A Casebook. Ed. Gerald Hammond
Sir Philip Sidney: John Addington Symonds

Elizabethan Sonnets: Sidney Lee

A Short History of English Literature. Harry Blamires. London: Routlegde,
1974

Sir Philip Sidney: A Study of His Life and Works. A.C. Hamilton. C.U.P, 1977.
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4.15.0 Introduction

In an earlier Unit you have been introduced to the rise of the sonnet as a
significant poetic form in England of the Renaissance. The present unit seeks to
acquaint you with what is considered the most mature and best expression of the
English sonnet - the Shakespearean sonnet. You will be shown how the sonnet
evolved both in form and content from the early practitioners in English who were
mostly adapting Petrarchan themes in their efforts to give this new found literary type
a sound footing in English. The spotlight will be on two particular poems that are
chosen in your syllabus. You will be expected to understand Shakespeare’s contribution
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to the development of the sonnet form, and develop a fair idea of the kind of
‘sonneteering’ practised by him. In fact Shakespeare so popularised the sonnet as a
poetic form that is still known by his name to this day and celebrated across the
world as a fine example of love poetry. This ‘love’ however takes different and
complex forms, so much so that there are still endless debates on it. This happens
largely because of the very Shakespearean trademark of introducing the sudden volta
(comes from Italian and literally means turn of thought). Effectively, this becomes an
implicit questioning of the very form or content he is describing and using. As
learners, you are therefore encouraged to analyse the sonnets closely, discover the
adept use of all such poetic devices, and go through the activities suggested so that
there is a comprehensive understanding.

4.15.1 A Recap of the Elizabethan Sonnet Tradition

A sonnet, as you know by now, 1s a lyric poem consisting of a single stanza of
fourteen iambic pentameter (a line having a total of ten syllables) lines linked by an
intricate rhyme scheme. The Italian or Petrarchan sonnet named after the fourteenth
century Italian poet Petrarch is usually divided into an Octave of eight lines and a
Sestet of six lines. The rhyme scheme of the Octave was usually a-b-b-a-a-b-b-a and
for the Sestet it was either c-d-e-c-d-e or c¢-d-c-¢-d-¢. Petrarch’s sonnets as in the
collection Canzoniere describes the idealized beloved desired by the poet/lover who
elaborates her beauty and longs for her. The beloved in such poetic tradition is
mostly difficult to win and it is perhaps this difficulty that further enhances the poet/
speaker’s attraction towards her. The medium of poetry becomes the elusive space
of union that can only be dreamt of by the lover. The Sestet would usually bring a
turn of thought to that narrated in the Octave. In that sense you might also say that
the Petrarchan sonnet tradition looks upon homosexual love from a position of
relative inequality between the lover and his beloved.

The Elizabethan sonnet introduced both formal and thematic changes in the
sonnet. It was introduced by Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey in the early
sixteenth century in England. Their sonnets were chiefly translations from Petrarch’s
Italian and Ronsard’s French sonnets. The Earl of Surrey in fact gave this English
form of the sonnet a rhyming metre and divided the poem nto quatrains different
from their original format. At first their translations circulated in manuscripts only.
They were later published in Richard Tottel’s Songes and Sonnets also known as
Tottel’s Miscellarny in 1557

While Wyatt and Surrey’s sonnets were important for acquainting English poets
with the form, it was Philip Sidney’s Astrophel and Stella (1591) which really
popularized the sonnet sequence in England and started the trend of sonneteering
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amongst poets of the Elizabethan era. Some of the well-known English poets of the
time who proved their mettle in the form are Edmund Spenser, Michael Drayton,
Samuel Daniel, Fulke Greville, William Drummond of Hawthornden and, of course,
Shakespeare among many others. For most of these poets, their sonnets were mnspired
by the Petrarchan tradition, describing the poet’s love for a woman in idolized and
idealized terms. The lady is seated on a pedestal too high to be reached and won.

Shakespeare introduces many changes as he plays upon the Petrarchan theme to
write about the poet’s love for a young man, a dark unconventional mistress and also a
rival poet with whom the poet competes for the fair youth’s attention. When he does
describe the ‘Dark Lady’ of his sonnets the terms used make fun of the Petrarchan
idealizations, bringing his readers face to face with reality and its multiple and complex
emotions. Idealized love is instead reserved for the Fair Youth of his sonnets who he
eulogizes, praises, desires but is unable to own or be united with permanently. These
sonnets then become a space for reflection on various other themes such as death,
mortality, politics, immortality wrought through verse, sexual desire and conventions
that define beauty and gender. In comparing the early and later Elizabethan sonnet
tradition, you can thus understand how the dramatic genius of Shakespeare affected in
a positive way and brought about a maturing effect in poetry.

In the Shakespearean sonnet, the poem is rhythmically divided into three
quatrains and a couplet, usually rhymed as a-b-a-b, c-d-c-d, e-f-e-f, g-g in iambic
pentameter. Most of the sonnets published in the 1609 quarto are in this schema,
except sonnets 99, 126 and 145 The unexpected volfa usually appears in the couplet
where a new perspective i1s added to the theme of the poem and is intrinsic to the
charm of the Shakespearean sonnet.

Activity for the learner
Make a comparative study of the pre-Shakespearean and Shakespearean
sonnets in your syllabus. You could focus on areas like Theme, Versification,
Rhyme scheme, reversal or parallelism in the development of the thought
process. Identify what we have called the ‘volta’ here. You may take help
from your counselor in doing this.

4.15.2 Brief Overview of Shakespeare’s Sonnets

+ HISTORY

Shakespeare’s sonnets appeared in Quarto form in 1609 when it was published
by Thomas Thorpe. It announced the sonnets to be “Never before imprinted”
although sonnets 138 and 144 had been published previously in The Passionate
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Pilgrim. There is a great deal of debate on whether Thorpe published a stolen copy
of the sonnets or not owing to the fact that he signed the Dedication which the poet
usually signed. However the sonnets are arranged so methodically, it seems unlikely
that Shakespeare had not wished them to be published. The first 126 sonnets are
addressed to the ‘Fair Youth® loved by the poet , sonnet 127-152 to the ‘Dark Lady’
desired by the poet, the last two sonnets a little set apart and disconnected from the
sequence, sonnets 78-86 within the first sequence as a subset describing the Rival
Poet with whom the poet of these sonnets competes for the Fair Youth’s attention
and the ending of the sequence with a long narrative poem called “A Lover’s
Complaint’ written in seven line stanzas in rhyme royal (a-b-a-b-b-c-c).

The Dedication at the beginning of the sonnets has been scrutinised in detail to
find clues regarding the identity of the dedicatee and hence the ‘Fair Youth’ and also
for the circumstances of publication. You might wonder why that is necessary, but
these details are taken as being important signifiers in analysing so complex and
richly allusive a collection of poetry as the sonnets we are studying now.

The Dedication:

“TO.THE.ONLIE BEGETTER OF.
THESE.INSUING.SONNETS.
Mr W.H. ALL HAPPINESSE.
AND.THAT ETERNITIE.
PROMISED.
BY.
OUR.EVER-LIVING POET.
WISHETH.
THE WELL-WISHING.
ADVENTURER IN.
SETTING.
FORTH.
TT”
‘The Onlie Begetter’ of the sonnets could refer to the inspiration behind the
sonnets Mr. W.H. to whom happiness and eternity are wished by the poet. The word
‘onlie” might be thus interpreted as ‘sole’ or ‘peerless’.

There are many speculations regarding who Mr. W.H might be the main
contenders being William Herbert, the Third Earl of Pembroke ( who was the
dedicatee of Shakespeare’s First Folio as well) or Henry Wriothesley, the Third Earl



NSOU « CC-EG-01 207

of Southampton , his initials reversed (the dedicatee of Shakespeare’s poems Vernus
and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece). However, it remains a puzzle why a Lord
should be addressed as ‘Mr.” by the publisher Thorpe. The Earl of Southampton
remains a popular choice given his friendship and patronage of Shakespeare for many
years and his handsome appearance correlating with the ‘Fair Youth® described in
these sonnets.

There is of course another theory as propounded by Bertrand Russell that W.H
is a typing error for W.S or W.Sh or the poet’s initials who is therefore the only
‘begetter’ or creator of these sonnets and is wished happiness and eternity by the
‘Ever-Living-Poet’ ,i.e. God who ‘makes’ or ‘creates’ us all.

The capital letters and periods following every word of the Dedication might be
an attempt to make it resemble a Roman lapidary inscription in keeping with
Shakespeare’s ardent wish that the sonnets confer immortality to his feelings for the
Youth and more than any monument shall be able to outlive the ravages of time. He
insists in sonnet 55,

“...you shall shine more bright in these contents
Than unswept stone, besmeared with sluttish time”

A closer study of this particular sonnet reveals certain important themes
Shakespeare reflects on in his collection. He seems to be making an effort towards
endearing the young man to the importance of his sonnets in enshrining the youth’s
beauty and qualities of a lover and at the same time perhaps engaging in this exercise
of writing the sonnet as a means of keeping or capturing a portion of the youth’s
memory for himself in the face of mortality and loss:

“So till the judgement that yourself arise,
You live in this, and dwell in lovers’ eyes.”

At the same time, it is to be noted how he introduces doubt in the verse written
by him to immortalise the qualities of his beloved, in the image of ‘lovers’ eyes’
which were always unreliable given the proverb ‘Love is blind’. Hence while the
rhyme is powerful as is the ambition of the poet, there is the fault of imperfection
in the vision of those who shall read the verse and be influenced by it.

We can see how Shakespeare introduces several trajectories of thought in the
space of a verse, including imagery reminiscent of old, decrepit buildings, war, and
the ravages of time and events even as he describes his loved one and his wish to
secure immortality in some form for him.
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+ THEMATIC PATTERNS - FAIR YOUTH, DARK LADY & OTHERS

The collection of sonnets begins with the poet/speaker urging the youth to
procreate and thereby leave a legacy of his beauty and fine qualities. In fact sonnets
1-17 are often grouped together as the ‘Procreation Sonnets’ owing to their repeated
elaboration of the passage of time, its ravages to be wrought on the young man’s
physical beauty and the only means of continuation being in the form of children who
carry forth their father’s beauty and accord him a certain form of immortality and
solace. He chides the young man he loves, thus:

« _1f thou live remembered not to be,

Die single, and thine image dies with thee.”(sonnet 3)
Or

“Thy unused beauty must be tombed with thee,

Which used, lives th’executor to be.” (sonnet 4)

While the sonnets might appear to be repeating the same idea over and over, you
might wish to delve into them to understand where their charm really lies. It is in the
multiple ways of presenting the same idea that Shakespeare really stands out. Every
sonnet in this section uses a different framework, different references and completely
different images to persuade the youth to stop wasting his worth and beauty on
himself and to procreate for the benefit of the world He utilises the imagery of time
passing by—the flowers wilting, the trees shedding leaves, summer giving way to
winter and attempts to make the youth realize that his beauty which he is so proud
of, is after all bound to time:

“Then of thy beauty do I question make,
That thou among the wastes of time must go.”(sonnet 12)

From sonnet 18 a slight change in mood may be observed in the poet’s treatment
of impending mortality. In this oft quoted sonnet, the poet places greater hope in his
verse as a means of protecting and enshrining his beloved. We shall be reading this
sonnet in considerable detail a little later. The theme is continued in new terms in
sonnet 19, as the poet challenges “Time’ to devour and destroy everything in nature
except his fair friend “O carve not with thy hours my love’s fair brow” with the usual
turn of thought in the last couplet where he declares that even if ‘Time’ does not
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listen to his orders, his verse shall suffice as vessel enough for his love to
survive in:

“Yet do thy worst , old time, despite thy wrong,
My love shall in my verse ever live young.”

In sonnet 37 we see the poet describing the young man’s love and success and
qualities as worthy recompense for all his losses. “_I in thy abundance am sufficed,/
And by a part of all thy glory live :” This too is a theme oft repeated as in sonnet
30 where the poet takes stock of his past losses and failures, finding restoration in
his dear friend. It is the memory of his love that soothes the poet in sonnet 29 ,
uplifting him to better thoughts, a state he would not forsake even to be a king

“Haply I think on thee, and then my state,
Like to the lark at break of day arising,
From sullen earth sings hymns at heaven’s gate.”

Even as the young man wrongs his lover the poet, the latter advocates for the
young man in sonnet 35, providing yet another shade to the love and bitter sweet
relation that they appear to share or are projected to share by the poet/speaker of
these sonnets. However in sonnet 41, we see the poet’s pain at being cheated by both
his beloved fair youth and his own mistress who appear to have sexual relations with
each other breaking their pledge to the poet—she of her constancy and he of his bond
of friendship. We see the poet’s exercise in self consolation in the next sonnet
(sonnet 42), where he tries to persuade himself that his mistress and beloved friend
desire each other because they were both in love with him. However as in most of
Shakespeare’s sonnets the logic is self reflexive as the poet always casts doubt on his
own rhetorical exercises of persuasion whether of the youth or himself :

“Both find each other , and I lose both twain,
And both for my sake lay on me this cross:”

It is interesting to note the poet’s proposal that a separation between the two shall
enable him to write better verse praising the young man. “That by this separation I may
give /That due to thee that thou deserv’st alone” (sonnet 39) Separation also brings
forth outstanding poetry as he describes days as nights when he is apart from his dear
friend and nights as days when he sees the beloved in his dreams (sonnet 43).

The sonnets reflecting on the young man’s wavering interest in his poetry and
developing affections for a rival poet are in a cluster 78-86 where he expresses his
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deep devotion to his Muse—the young man who 1s the sole spiration and content
of his verse. He argues for his art,

“In others’ works thou dost but mend the style,
And arts with thy sweet graces graced be;
But thou art all my art...”(sonnet 78)

He even argues for the plainness of his poetry being a virtue since it best
represents the qualities of the young man who needs no artificial rhetoric to be
described as in the other’s verses (sonnet 82). The intense rhetorical strategy
Shakespeare employs to make the youth realize his worth in the plainness of his style
is quite marvelous in sonnet 79, as he strains logic to assert that every device used
by the rival poet to thrill the young man is no virtue of the rival poet, but instead the
youth’s own abilities and qualities that engender such poetry.

“Then thank him not for that which he doth say,
Since what he owes thee, thou thyself dost pay.”

There has been much speculation regarding the identity of this rival poet. Many
critics have suggested Christopher Marlowe or George Chapman or even an
amalgamation of several competitors in the figure of the rival. If we note closely
these sonnets continue the preoccupations of the previous sonnets regarding the value
of the poet’s versifying the young man’s beauty, albeit in different contexts and using
different rhetorical devices.

Right after , in sonnet 87, we see the poet engaging in a self depreciating
discussion, relinquishing claims on his beloved, seeing himself as unworthy of his
affections and positing that the youth was misplacing his attentions:

“Thus have I had thee as a dream doth flatter,
In sleep a king, but waking no such matter.”

Another recurring theme in the sonnets is the poet’s reflection on the deceptive
nature of appearance and expectations aroused by one so fair. In sonnet 94, he asserts
that one who has been gifted beauty ought to behave virtuously also, since viciousness
from one so fair is more terrible than where one expects it:

“For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds;

Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.”
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Absence and separation become a common theme in the next few sonnets as the
poet explores different ways of describing the pain of separation. The poetry born of
this separation is described by the poet as orphan children born in absence of the one
that fathered them. Then again he starts berating his poetic Muse for abandoning his
true subject of poetry, his love for the young man and his efforts at preserving his
beloved in verse, warring against time and decay. “Give my love fame faster than
time wastes life” he exhorts his Muse. At the same time there is also much debate
on the style of writing required for one so fair as his beloved "Because he needs no
praise, wilt thou be dumb?” However, he keeps praising his own style of what he
calls plain verse in describing his beloved. It may be noted that in each of these
sonnets, the poet manages to describe all possible contours and emotions arising
from his relationship with the young man and the verses become really an exercise
in rhetoric and linguistic play as he repeats themes in various ways, stretching the
possibilities of his art.

The ideal of love described in sonnet 116 seems difficult to attain, as his return
to the young man is fraught with uncertainty and a sense of futility and confinement
in sonnet 110. “_love is not love/Which alters when it alteration finds” says the poet
. However this “ever-fixed mark” of love which is unshaken by tempests and is
eternal is elusive and the very subject of desire in his poetry. The poet’s relationship
with the fair youth never conveys a sense that the love they share is constant. It seems
rather the poet’s effort to immortalize it and retain its freshness and vigour in the face
of the ‘tempests” and ‘bending sickle’s compass’ that 1s constant. It is one of the most
memorable sonnets in the collection perhaps for its desperate yet forlorn tone of
wishing to believe in the quality of love experienced and shared.

The last sonnet in the section relating to the fair youth (126) ends with two blank
lines in parenthesis in place of a couplet. He returns to his predominant theme of
time, here personifying nature as holding back her darling youth from death but must
ultimately repay her debt to time by handing over the young man no matter his beauty
and nature’s love for him. “Her audit, though delayed, answered must be /And her
quietus s to render thee.” The empty bracketed lines at the end have been analyzed
and critiqued in many ways. Some like Graziani see in them the shape of an empty
hourglass, signifying that time has run out and thus verse too has ended. Lennard sees
them as half moons suggestive of waxing and waning and hence the trajectory of
time passing by. It may also be seen as a space of silence, the grave into which the
“lovely Boy” of these sonnets must now reside after all his praises have been sung
by the poet.
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After this begins what is known as the sonnets dedicated to the ‘Dark Lady’. She
is called so owing to her unconventional appearance and as a contrast to the youth
who was so ‘fair’. Her dark eyes are the subject of the poet’s adoration, as he sees
them as ‘mourners’ for women falsely made up. His mistress’s being unpretentious
is valuable to him after the deceptive fair appearance of his beloved youth perhaps.
The poet’s sexual desire for the dark lady is the predominant manner of his relating
to her. His sonnets become spaces where he explores the lust that drives him and the
effects of this physical craving on his emotions. In sonnet 129, he describes the
madness that possesses one desiring the woman “Mad in pursuit, and in possession
$0,” and the fallout of this desire being unhappiness. The anticipation of sexual union
is joy, but after the physical act, there appears no fulfillment in the poet’s view.
“Before, a joy proposed, behind, a dream.” The frustration of the poet’s relationship
with the mistress finds expression in the early part of this section of sonnets.
However he seems to love her too, as seen in the famous sonnet 130 where he plays
advocate for his mistress’ appearance, praising her in words of critique. At the same
time, there i1s fondness for her earthiness perhaps. Notice for yourselves how very
different (and a shade realistic too perhaps!) Shakespeare’s attitude to homosexual
love and description of the beloved can be, from those of the earlier sonnet traditions:

“I grant I never saw a goddess go;
My mistress when she walks treads on the ground.”

He values her despite her reeking breath, unpleasant voice, dun breasts and wire
like hair, acknowledging her to be as rare as the women eulogized in love sonnets
and described in superlative terms “belied with false compare” Here the poet
introduces an important self reflexive discussion on the act of representation in verse,
specially the Petrarchan mode of praising the object of love and affection. His
comment can be seen as an extended theme throughout his sonnets where he always
undercuts the praises he heaps on his beloved or his mistress. Representation is
always tinged with an element of doubt in the art of rhetoric which creates fancy
images whence none exists. In sonnet 138 he acknowledges the lies which forge his
relationship with the dark lady. Despite him knowing her unfaithfulness and she his
progressive age, they continue to ‘lie’ with each other in both senses of the term
refusing to lose the companionship they share.

Sonnet 144 however tips the balance in favour of the young man, as he describes
the youth as his good angel and the mistress as his bad angel However, he does
declare his love for both “Two loves I have, of comfort and despair,” though he
seems helpless as the youth and the mistress engage in a relationship with each other
which he only suspects but can never know for sure. The sexuality of the mistress
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is constantly described as a threat to both the poet’s emotional balance and the
fidelity of the young man to the poet. In a lot of ways, the poet’s relationship with
the youth is thus privileged over that with the mistress, both being however deeply
embedded in his psyche and finding a place in his verses. The emotions surrounding
the dark lady are more complex and steeped in guilt and distress in the absence of
the young man but at the same time there is a certain comfort he finds in her that
is never found in his relation with the young man described always in terms of
pleading for affection and grace. The equality found in the dark lady sonnets is absent
in the fair youth sequence. Of course we might read that as the poet’s acquired stance
as he plays with the Italian sonnet tradition that placed the beloved on a pedestal and
then again subversion of that poetic mode as he makes fun of such rhetoric in the
dark lady sequence.

After understanding the range of themes and ideas explored in his sonnet
collection, let us now venture to read two of Shakespeare’s sonnets in detail.

4.15.3 Text of Sonnet 18 ‘Shall 1 Compare Thee to a
Summer’s Day’

1. Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
ii. Thou art more lovely and more temperate.
iii. Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
iv. And summer’s lease hath all too short a date.
v. Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
vi. And often is his gold complexion dimmed,
vii. And every fair from fair sometime declines,
viil. By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimmed;
ix. But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
X. Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,
Xi. Nor shall death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,
xii. When in eternal lines to Time thou grow’st.
xiil. So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,

xiv. So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.
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(The line numberings and the spacing have been inserted to help you understand
the form — content patterning of the Shakespearean sonnet. The first 3 sections each
form a quatrain where you will find parallel ideas being expressed in different words
and thought, the last 2 form the couplet that is the most striking feature. The
subsequent sections will help you in establishing the vital links between these
divisions of the poem.)

4.15.4a Analysis of the Poem

i.

ii.

iii.

iv.

V1.

VIi.

viii.

The poet searches for an appropriate object or scene of comparison with the
loveliness of the young man and wonders if the beauty and joy surrounding
the image of a summer’s day in England might be the best. Summer is a
season of bloom and joy for a cold country when nature comes alive with
beauty and freshness.

temperate : well tempered or moderated, steering a middle course between
extremes and therefore perfect and more lovable than a summer’s day which
might still have imperfections in it.

Rough winds... May: the image of spring blossoms destroyed by the ravages
of nature hints at early death or young love blighted by circumstances.

summer’s lease....date: the season summer has a short tenancy in nature’s
schema of seasons and has to give way to other seasons of depletion and
decay...as autumn and winter. Notice Shakespeare’s use of vocabulary. The
word ‘lease’ as you know, is mostly used in legal terminology to imply a
contract made over a span of time. Here the idea is that summer as a season
has its own predetermined span of time in the annual cycle of seasons.

too hot the eye of heaven : the sun. Identify the figure of speech used here!

conceiving of the sun as a beautiful male (Phoebus Apollo) and reflecting on
the fact that the sun too is subject to the vaganies of nature-on some days
shining brightly and on others dimmed by the weather perhaps.

Every beautiful object or person eventually becomes less beautiful. The first
‘fair’ refers to the beautiful and the second ‘fair’ to beauty that is lost by the
beautiful. The word ‘declines’ continues the allusion to the sun which may
be pictured as setting.

decay, change and decline may be caused by accident, the cyclical course of
nature, deprived of its trimmings and adornment. There might be an allusion
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to menstruation in ‘nature’s changing course’ connecting with a double
meaning in the previous line—positing women as ‘fair’ whose variability
shall now be contrasted with the constancy of the youth.

ix-x. the beauty of the young man is compared to a summer season that shall not
be subject to nature’s cycles of change and he shall not lose his ‘fairness’ or
beauty since it shall be enshrined in these lines of verse.

xi. death is personified and placed in conflict with the youth’s beauty, however
he shall not be able to boast about his victory over the young man’s beauty
and youth . The darkness of death is pictured as his ‘shade’ as in the Psalm
23.4 ‘the valley of the shadow of death’

xii. the young man shall ‘grow’ through these ‘eternal’ lines written by the poet
in readers’ minds as a concept or an ideal of beauty and love. ‘lines’ has also
been associated with the threads of life spun by the Fates. Thus it imprints
the importance of these verses in ascertaining the youth’s fate.

xii-xiv. As long as life exists on this earth, the verse shall exist as a living
monument to the young man and endow him with life long after his physical
body 1s snuffed out by Death.

this: this sonnet or these sonnets. Thus the movement in the poem is from the

beauty of the young man to the effectiveness of poetry as art in preserving such

beauty.

Activity for the Learner

This idea of preserving human attributes like beauty (as in this poem) is
something that has repeatedly been toyed with in literature. Do you think art
as a representation of life can really do this in a perfect manner? With help
from your counselor, read John Keats’ ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, and write on
the relationship between Art and Life with these two poems in mind.

4.15.4b. Critical Appreciation of the Poem

In this much loved sonnet by Shakespeare, the poet searches for an apt
description for his beloved fair youth. A ‘summer’s day’ might be an ideal comparison
for the freshness and beauty of the beloved, particularly in Petrarchan style, but for
Shakespeare who is celebrated for his innovative turn of thought, this imagery is not
sufficient for the one he loves. In a cold country, a summer’s day brings happiness
and joy. However, for the poet, his beloved is more beautiful and temperate than such
a moderate summer’s day. The weather may have imperfections, but not his beloved.
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The precious buds of May which are about to bloom are often shaken off the
branches by rough winds. The much awaited summer season also arrives with its
‘lease’ fixed from before. Thus what is a strictly legal terminology becomes used in
an extremely poetic sense, in a manner that might almost be considered metaphysical
in intent! Here, the poet uses two images suggesting the temporal quality of all
beautiful things in nature, wishing to contrast them with his perceived immutable
beauty of the youth. However, it is important to note that the poet includes his own
critique in his lines. If all precious things in nature are subject to degeneration, how
can the poet’s beloved be saved from such transformation and change? It prepares
the ground for affirming the significance of the poet’s words in immortalising
the youth.

The poet then continues extending his analogy, describing the variation in the
way the sun 1s perceived and its effect on the weather experienced by us. Sometimes,
the sun, described as ‘the eye of heaven’ shines with great intensity and at other
times, its glorious golden hue is concealed by clouds. Hence, its beauty is inconstant
and largely dependent on other aspects of the weather in creating the perfectly
moderate and temperate summer’s day. He concludes thereby that everything that is
beautiful declines in its beauty at some time or the other, shorn of its beauty and
adornments either by chance or owing to the vagaries of nature. It is often thought
that the poet is alluding to menstruation in ‘nature’s changing course’, referring to
the double meanings of the word ‘fair’ used in the previous line, further suggesting
the inconstant nature of women’s beauty and their love as compared to the constancy
of the poet’s affections for the young man.

The poet tries to convince his beloved that his ‘eternal summer’ shall not fade
with time as the poet will enshrine the young man’s beauty in verse. Note the use
of the phrase ‘eternal summer” which by itself appears to be an oxymoron, impossible
by virtue of the description of summer enunciated by the poet in the previous lines.
This impossible ideal is however made possible by the poet’s feelings for his beloved
and the quality of his poetry.

Death and decay devour all things, but shall not be able to snuff out the fair
youth’s freshness and beauty. Death is personified as one who brags about his
conquests. In this case however, Death’s shadow cannot loom over the poet’s
beloved, as he shall keep living eternally in these verses by the poet.

In the ending couplet that gives this sonnet its own unique flavor, Shakespeare
reinforces his vision that his sonnets shall live as long as men live and breathe and
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see, playing a role more powerful than Death in being able to grant life to his
beloved’s beauty and youth forever.

Note how the poet extends the subject of his poetry from describing his beloved’s
beauty to extolling the virtues of his own poetry. See also that every analogy falls short
for describing the fair youth’s charm. At the same time, he highlights the ephemeral
nature of that charm and contrasts the same with the immortal quality of his love and
his ability to capture the young man’s beauty in his lines.

4.15.5 Text of Sonnet 73

1.

ii.
1ii.
iv.
\'s
Vi
ViL.
viii.

ix.

X1,
Xil,
Xiii.

Xiv.

That time of year thou mayst in me behold

When vellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.
In me thou see’st the twilight of such day

As after sunset fadeth in the west;

Which by and by black night doth take away,
Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest.

In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire,

. That on the ashes of his youth doth he,

As the deathbed whereon it must expire,
Consumed with that which it was nourished by.
This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong,

To love that well which thou must leave ere long.

4.15.6a Analysis of The Poem

1-ii.

You might see in me the image of seasonal decay and degeneration. The
poet’s reversal of the order of decay is striking as one expects the diminishing
of leaves to be from ‘a few’ to ‘none’ but receives the opposite in line ii. It
might be a poetic device to focus our attention on both stages of seasonal
decay—the leafless trees of midwinter and the partly stripped trees of
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iii.

iv.

V-v1.

VIi.

viii.

X,

X1-xii.

Xiil.

autumn. It might also be a visual analogy for the poet Willlam Shakespeare
who was nearly bald.

The boughs of the tree shiver in the cold or in anticipation of the cold winter
as also the life of the poet which shivers in its dying moments.

evokes visual recollection of abbeys and chancels left desolate after Henry
VIII’s dissolution of monasteries. The branches of the trees, bereft of
the birds which sweet songs in summer appear like ‘bare ruined choirs’ to
the poet

the speaker/poet represents himself as the ‘twilight’ or afterglow of the day
of summer, as night approaches and the sun sets both visually and
metaphorically

the night appears to take away the sunlight as nature and passing time take
away the poet’s years of beauty and youth

Death’s second self: Sleep. Also night; seals up: closes up or sews up , rest
1s both desired as also the picture of death, the eternal rest. Sleep 1s a shadow
of death, bringing rest and relief in the night.

fire : life

. The life coursing through his veins is like the last dying embers of the fire

that represents his life force/energy spent in the course of his life time.

human life must be extinguished by the same temporal process which
sustains it and brings it to maturity. Time nourishes human life and brings
forth its blooms but at the same time also brings death and decay with every
passing moment. The analogy of the fire sustained and consumed by its
embers 1s continued here,

the perception of this process of decay strengthens the love the young man
feels for the poet, or so the poet believes. It also suggests a tone of hope that
his dying might make the youth love him more or even that the young man’s
love 1s strong because he loves the poet despite his decay and decline.

4.15.6b Critical Appreciation of The Poem

In this sonnet, the poet creates an extended analogy to make his beloved aware
of the passage of time and its effect on the poet as he approaches death. Thereby, he
wishes to secure the fair youth’s love and attention for himself, hoping that the
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realization of less time left with the poet might bring the young man closer to him.
Quite clearly the object of the poem is the same as the previous sonnet, but the
treatment is quite different.

He begins by suggesting the similarity between him and the seasons of autumn
and winter when the trees are nearly or altogether bereft of leaves. It’s interesting to
note the sequence in which he describes the quantity of leaves on the boughs. From
yellowing, decaying leaves to none on the boughs to a few hanging on still, the poet
succeeds in making us, the readers, or his intended reader the young man, pause on
the significance of his imagery by introducing the unconventional. The image of the
boughs shaking in the cold air also suggest the poet shivering in anticipation of death
and attempts to impress the young man with a feeling of imminent loss. True to the
way Shakespeare often includes socio-political events and discussions within
philosophical musings, the image of bare boughs, bereft of birds appear like ‘bare
ruined choirs’ to the poet, suggesting absence and triggering recollection of chancels
and abbeys left empty and desolate after Henry VIII's dissolution of monasteries. Of
course, the immediate aim is to describe how every scene of fullness and beauty is
subject to change and transformation.

In the next four lines, the poet explores another analogy, describing himself in
terms of ‘twilight’, the time of day just before night falls. He personifies night as one
who takes away sunlight just as time takes away the poet’s life and the youth’s
beauty. ‘Death’s second self” refers to sleep, as well as night which seals up or ‘sews
up’ the day. Sleep is pictured as the shadow of death, bringing relief, but not snuffing
out life altogether. Thus, the poet alludes to the possibility of impending death but
stops short of suggesting complete cessation of life.

Shakespeare moves on to the next connected image of a fire that is rendered ash,
and compares himself to the glowing embers of a dying fire, suggesting that just as
a fire 1s consumed by the very substance that nourishes it, his life too 1s spent and
consumed by the passage of time that was essential for its growth. Thus death is
implicit in the process of life itself.

The poet hopes that his images shall make the young man realize the fragility of
life, beauty and existence and spur him to cherish the temporal but intense love the
poet has for him. He hopes that the possibility of death shall make the young man’s
love for him stronger, knowing that he would be separated from the poet very soon.
On the other hand, the poet also hopes that the fair youth shall love him despite his
advancing years, alerted to the ephemerality of his own beauty and youth by
this sonnet.
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4.15.7 Themes of Sonnets 18 & 73

In both the above sonnets we can see the themes discussed in the introduction
played out in detail. Both the sonnets feature in the section devoted to the fair youth
and describe the poet’s concern with the passage of time and the possibility of
capturing the essence of the young man in the form of these sonnets dedicated to
him. Yet the finality of thought and emotion arrived at in the two poems is entirely
different in its effect. Let us see for ourselves why and how this is so.

In sonnet 18, the poet places emphasis on describing the young man’s beauty.
However the praise for his youth and attractive qualities is tempered by the
knowledge that the cycle of nature and the relentless passage of time shall not allow
the beloved to remain as he is now, comparable to the most temperate day of summer
when the buds bloom in their beauty. The rough winds and the changes apparent
even in as constant a marker as the sun in the breadth of a single day threaten the
blooms and signal the fears in the speaker’s heart. He bewails that unfortunately
everything that is beautiful is subject to this process of change and decline whether
by chance or the course of time. All the adornments that nature brings are also shorn
off by the processes of time and decay.

However, this sonnet becomes a kind of vessel for self praise for the poet as he
extols the virtues of his verse which appear to be the only means of survival for the
young man and the best way he can achieve immortality. The poet astutely declares
that his verse shall, in fact, lead to the image of his beloved growing in beauty
perhaps in the form of so many sonnets dedicated to his praise and the process of
creation that Shakespeare describes in his sonnets.

Sonnet 73 on the other hand focuses the young man’s attention on the poet/
speaker who projects himself as the opposite of the youth he described in sonnet 18.
The process of decay and decline which threatens the youth in sonnet 18 is apparent
in the figure of the poet in sonnet 73 and may also be construed as a reminder to the
young man that time shall wait for none and devour the youth as well one day. It
might also be seen as a plea for love and affection before the poet’s life is
extinguished by nature. He describes himself in images of night closing in and bare
boughs of trees where the last yellow leaves perhaps hang to receive the youth’s
attention. The glowing embers of a fire dying out is a striking image he continues for
the span of four lines, standing in for a description both of his life, his passion for
the poet and perhaps also his poetic craft. The creative force nourished by life is also
destructive as it consumes his energies. There is hope in the poet that the circumstance
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shall bring forth the youth’s love for him or strengthen the existing love since the
youth must leave him before long. Of course as with all of Shakespeare’s sonnets,
each line and declaration, especially the couplet becomes suspect in its apparent
meaning as more meanings emerge with continued reading. There might be a
suggestion that the youth would be leaving the poet anyway for other charms as
discussed in detail in other sonnets and a sense of loss and decline experienced by
the poet as a result of the loss of his beloved. Then again, there is also the incipient
suggestion that the youth too shall have to leave owing to his own decay in the hands
of nature and time.

4.15.8 Structure and Style

Sonnet 18 is structurally formatted into three quatrains rhymed a-b-a-b, ¢-d-c-d,
e-f-e-f and a couplet rhymed g-g following the quatrains. As discussed in the
Introduction, the Shakespearean sonnet takes its stylistic format from the Earl of
Surrey’s variations introduced to the Italian form of the sonnet divided into an
Octave and a Sestet. It is to be noted that the quatrains and the couplet are not
separated spatially. Rather it is the rhyme scheme which divides the sections into
units of thought. However these units are connected with each other and not wholly
separated. Rather, we might say that each quatrain introduces a fresh manner of re-
iterating the central theme of the poem. While the first quatrain introduces imagery
of the summer season as a comparison for the poet’s beloved, the second elaborates
and the third focuses on the youth and passage of Time. The couplet reinforces the
argument of the quatrains and extends its scope.

Sonnet 73 employs a similar rhyme scheme and structural device as sonnet 18.
Here the second and third quatrains provide more metaphors for the idea introduced
in the first quatrain where he describes his decay and degeneration over time
correlating it with the season of autumn. The couplet is a turn of argument where he
employs the sympathy gathered over the quatrains to persuade the beloved to love
him all the more or praise the steadfastness of his existing love for the poet. Both
sonnets are written in iambic pentameter.

4.15.9 Summing Up

In the introduction to Shakespeare’s sonnets we have discussed his style of
writing and themes in great detail. It is interesting to read these two sonnets in view
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of the entire corpus and see a microcosm of most of the themes expressed in these
selected poems. It is also significant since, by Shakespeare’s own admission, the
sonnets repeat ideas but present them in new ways, displaying the skill of the
sonneteer who claims to be able to defy the passage of time with his art and the flame
of his love for the young man. Many shades of love are explored in all their
nuances—whether betrayal, separation, reunion. However in all the sonnets we might
critically examine the notion if the waves and crests of emotion created by the poet
are not ultimately done for the sake of showcasing his art? While Shakespeare’s
sonnets are read autobiographically, they might also be read as an intelligent
sonneteer’s use of events moulded for the sake of his art, which ultimately forms the
centerpiece of his verses. Through the narration of love, it is his sonnets that become
immortalized in the history of verse writing!

4.15.10 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Types
1. How is Shakespeare’s idea of love portrayed in his sonnets? Discuss with
reference to the sonnets in your syllabus.

2. How does Shakespeare visualise Time in his sonnets and how does it relate
to his concept of writing verse?

3. What is your understanding of the relationship between the poet and his
beloved as you read Shakespeare’s sonnets?

4. Do you think Shakespeare’s sonnets may only be read autobiographically?
Give reasons in support of your view,
Medium Length Answers

1. Critically discuss the image of seasonal cycles in the sonnets in your
syllabus.

2. Critically analyze the closing couplet of sonnet 73 with respect to your
understanding of the collection of sonnets as a whole.

LN

. “So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,/So long lives this, and this
gives life to thee.” Discuss these lines with respect to Shakespeare’s
valuation of his own art in the sonnets written by him.
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Short Answer Types

1. “And every fair from fair sometime declines,” —What does the poet mean?
Explain with reference to context.

2. “But thy eternal summer shall not fade,”—How can the poet prevent the
ravages of time? Explain with reference to context.

. “Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest” —Discuss the poet’s description
and presentation of the theme of death in the sonnet.

LN
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4,16.0 Introduction

In this unit we are going to look at the English language from a different
perspective. You have read in previous Units how three major foreign languages—
Scandinavian or Old Norse, French, and Latin influenced the growth and development
of the English language in different periods of history. The English language
however did not stay static after the foreign invasions stopped or even after major
cultural phenomena like the Renaissance introduced far — reaching changes into it.
All living languages continue to change. While developments in the spheres of
human experience necessitate changes in language, another, equally important, but
more subtle agent of change is the creative activity of the writers of the language. As
students of literature you should be aware that a major writer always recreates the
language he writes in. In this Unit we shall try to see how two the vast corpus of
Shakespeare’s work has affected the English language.

224
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4.16.1 Shakespeare’s use of the English Language

Shakespeare’s plays present such a deep philosophical understanding of human
life and nature that they are never considered to be irrelevant. Scholars are still
reading new meanings into his plays, trying to find out their full implications and
with the change of times Shakespeare criticism has also undergone a huge change.
Every scholar has interpreted him differently, thus adding to the meaning in the
process of finding the meaning of the plays. That is why, Shakespeare is still our
contemporary.

In this unit, however, we shall look into another important aspect of Shakespeare,
namely, his contribution to the English language. It is said that a writer is considered
to be great not only for the literature he has authored but rather for the influence he
has exerted on the growth and development of the language. You must remember
Chaucer in this connection for he is the first major English poet who restored to
English literature and language the prestige that had been lost during the political
troubles in the late middle ages. Shakespeare improved upon the standards set by
Chaucer for English poetry and added beauty, boldness and panache to it.

In this section you will learn:

¢ Shakespeare’s extraordinary vocabulary

o His experimentation with words

o The uniqueness of his phrases

o How he employed language to individualize his characters

¢ Difference between Shakespearean usage and Modern Usage

4.16.2 Shakespeare’s Extraordinary Vocabulary

Otto Jespersen tells us that according to a rough calculation in Mrs. Clark’s
‘Shakespeare Concordance’ Shakespeare’s vocabulary consisted of approximately
21000 words. According to others, the number is 24000, without counting the
inflected forms as distinct words. The numbers may not mean that much to you. Let
us take it in this way: Milton’s vocabulary has 7000-8000 words, the fliad and the
Odyssey taken together have 9000 words, the New Testament has 4800 words. Some
scholars have argued that Shakespeare may not have used more than 15000 or 21000
words. What is more important than the volume of the vocabulary is its diversity and
variety. Do not think that Milton was less learned than Shakespeare because he has
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used a fewer number of words. Shakespeare has written upon a variety of topics, he
has included people from every walk of life in his plays, and his characters speak in
a wide variety of voices, showing differences in class, profession beliefs etc.
Shakespeare needed a large number of words because he touched upon a wide variety
of subjects, facts and human relationships. Milton needed fewer words because his
poetry covers a narrower field of interest.

4.16.3 Shakespeare’s Experimentation With Words

The way of using so many words is through the means of experimentation. He
has played with his characters and he has amused his audience and later his readers
by the uniqueness of his words. In order to do this he has borrowed words from the
provincial dialects, Latin, and everyday life of the common people with equal
veracity. We shall look into these components individually:

o In his early life he tried to introduce ‘local colour’ in The Taming of the
Shrew by making Christopher Sly use some provincialisms like, pheeze (‘to
drive away’). Touchstone in As Yo Like It and the Fool in King Lear also
use similar words. In his later years he has used such words to achieve poetic
effect. For instance, the word bolter (to dirty or begrime) used in the
expression blood-bolter’'d Banguo in Macbeth must have been taken from
a Warwickshire dialect.

e A special mention must be made of the rustic dialect used by Edgar, dressed
as a peasant, in King Lear. Shakespeare so modified his speech that it
retained the rustic flavour but at the same time did not become too remote
to be understood by his London audience. In short, it is a literary or stage
dialect and not a real one. We shall once again come across such an
achievement when we talk about Shylock the Jew in The Merchant of
Venice.

e You have already been told in Unit 2 that English was flooded by Latin loan
words during the Renaissance. Shakespeare shows a ready acceptance of new
words every kind. There were some rhetoricians like Thomas Wilson who
criticised the indiscriminate adoption of Latin words and advocated the use
of plain English Shakespeare does make fun of the erudite Latin words called
‘inkhorn’terms’, for example in the speeches of the pedant Holofernes in
Love’s Labour’s Lost. But we find in his plays words like allurement,
antipathy, discountenance, emulate, hereditary, pathetical, prodigious and
so on which were all newly added in the latter half of the 16® Century. He
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has also borrowed words from everyday usage like, bump, gloomy, dwindle,
and so on. The word dwindle is derived from the Old English word dwinan
which means ‘to pine’. The word was used in the province of Shropshire.

Shakespeare has also made new words and compounds in several ways:

o At times he added the French prefix ‘en—'/ ‘em—’ to make new words like,
enact, embattle, enlink, enmesh, enkindle, endear (‘increased in value’),
engirf, and so on. With the prefix ‘un—" he has framed words like
unavoided (‘inevitable’), wunless, unbody, uncharged (acquit), wunvalued
(‘precious beyond valuation’) and others.

o He joined one adjective with another to make new effective poetic compounds
like daring-hardy, happy-valiant.

o He used adjectives as verbs, eg., Aappy as ‘to make happy’ (sonnet 6 “which
happies those that pay the willing loan’), safe as ‘to make safe’. He also used
nouns as verbs like, spaniel'd (‘to follow like a spaniel’), childed and
Jathered.

4,164 The Uniqueness of Shakespeare’s Phrases

Shakespeare is the creator of many phrases which we use today without being
aware of their literary origin, for instance, past praying for, patience on a monument,
to be or not to be, caviar to the general (where general means ‘the common
multitude’),the primrose way vaulting ambition and so on. Because of rampant use
for different purposes some phrases have acquired different meanings. Some interesting
examples will be: a foregone conclusion (used in Othello, it originally meant ‘an
experience previously undergone’) and more honoured in the breach than the
observance (used in Hamlet it refers to the Danish habit of heavy drinking, on which
Hamlet says that the custom would be more honourable if broken than observed).

4.16.5 Use of Language to Individualise Characters

Shakespeare used his language chiefly to individualize his characters. In this he
is better than even modern novelists who often use a set of words and phrases to give
to their characters a distinctly recognizable individuality. The speech of the
gravediggers in Hamlet and the artisans in 4 Midsummer Night's Dream show his
close knowledge of the life of the common people. Not only that. So subtle is his use
of language that the rustic artisans in A Midsummer Night's Dream speak one kind
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of language when they talk and a different kind when they enact the Pyramus and
Thishbe play. He has also used euphuistic expressions or inkhorn terms, but mostly to
characterize the dramatic personages (I have already referred to Holofernes who uses
erudite Latin words like intimation, explication, replicatiorn)

The most interesting character from the point of view of language is perhaps
Shylock in The Merchant of Venice. Compare him with Marlowe’s Barabbas in The
Jew of Malta and you would instantly notice Shakespeare’s superiority as far as the
use of language to distinguish a Jewish character is concerned. There were Jews in
Elizabethan England but their number was not sufficient for people to be familiar
with a specific Anglo-Jewish dialect that he could put into Shylock’s mouth to make
him stand out from the Christians in the play. Yet, he was able to make Shylock
linguistically different from the Christians. Shylock knows the Old Testament very
thoroughly and therefore freely uses references from it. He uses some specific
Biblical words which are otherwise not found in Shakespeare like, synagogue,
Nazarite, publican. Instead of interest he says advantage or thrifi, instead of usury
he says wsance. He uses plurals like moneys, equal for ‘exact’, rhewm to mean
‘saliva’, estimable for ‘valuable’ and other such words which make him sound
different from the other characters in the play. He refers to Biblical stories, like the
story of Jacob, to justify his taking of interest against loans. Shakespeare has even
used different syntactic constructions for Shylock’s speeches. For example, Shylock
says “I have no mind for feasting forth to-night. Everywhere else Shakespeare writes
mind ‘to’ instead of the ‘for’ that he uses here. Shylock says “so following” and
“rend out” whereas everywhere else Shakespeare writes ‘so forth’ and ‘rend’.

4.16.6 Understanding Shakespeare’s use of Language Today

Words acquire different meanings in different ages. Thus, as modern readers we
may miss many of the implications which were instantly felt by Shakespeare’s
contemporaries. Let us see a few examples: A bonnet then meant a man’s cap, thus
Lear walks wnbonneted, to charm always implied application of magical power,
especially witcheraft, #notorious could be used in a good sense as ‘well known’,
succeed and success were colourless words, so Shakespeare could write ‘good
success’ or ‘succeeds unhappily’. Companion had a bad implication, like fellow now,
and politician always meant someone intriguing or scheming. There are many such
examples.

It would also strike many of the modern readers that Shakespeare’s English lacks
in grammar as we understand it today. You must bear in mind that Elizabethan and
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Jacobean English were characterized by a kind of flexibility and freedom which are
usually associated with Renaissance linguistic ideas in general. As the loss of the
inflexional endings removed the morphological differences, it became possible to use
nouns and adjectives as verbs. Elizabethans often interchanged the functions of
different parts of speech in such a way as seemed logical to them They did not
always care much about the grammatical correctness.

Shakespeare has used this flexibility to its fullest extent. Jespersen writes, ‘One
of the most characteristic features of Shakespeare’s use of the English language is his
boldness’. You have already read about the boldness of his metaphor in his phrases,
but you must also be able to appreciate the boldness of his sentence structure. For
instance, he does not always care for grammatical parallelism: a thought which
quartered hath one part wisdom’ And ever three parts coward (Hamlet). Here,
following the rules of grammar, it should have been ‘cowardice’, for ‘wisdom’ is a
noun and ‘coward’ is an adjective; he writes the whole ear of Denmark (Hamlet)
instead of ‘the ear of whole Denmark’; he uses the pronoun as a noun as in Lady,
you are the cruellest she alive (Twelfth Night). Here ‘she’ is a pronoun being used
as a noun); he uses double negatives as in nor never none shall mistress be of it
(Twelfth Night); he uses double superlatives, like it was the most unkindest cut of all
(Julius Caesar) and so on.

What you must remember is that Shakespeare’s syntax 1s that of an orator. It is
meant for a drama that is to be seen and not to be read. Drama is supposed be more
authentic in capturing the various degrees of emotion of the characters rather than the
grammatical correctness of their utterances. Thus, his syntax is familiar, conversational
and spontaneous, and not studied, formal and bookish. The greatness of Shakespeare
lies in his ability to make his language suitable for the characters and in doing so,
he created a unique style that has set a standard for the users of the English language.

4.16.7 Summing Up

At the end of this Unit, you have learnt the following:

o Shakespeare’s extraordinary vocabulary and the variety of the words he used

e His experiments with words and syntax which at times even challenged the
rules of grammar to be more authentic in their dramatic effect

e How effectively he could use his words and phrases to individualise a
particular character
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4.16.8 Comprehension Exercises

Essay Type Questions:
1. Discuss the particular features of Shakespeare’s use of the English Language.
2. Show, with illustrative examples, Shakespeare’s boldness in use of words
and phrases.
Medium Length Answer Type Questions:

1. Discuss, with suitable examples how Shakespeare uses language to
individualize characters.

2. What conformities in modern English do you find with Shakespeare’s use of
language?
Short Answer Type Questions:
1. Show how Shakespeare experimented with words.

2. From the point of their use of language, how would you compare the Jew of
Shakespeare with that of Marlowe?

4.16.9 Further Activity

In this Course you have two full length plays by William Shakespeare. Read the
texts and with help from your counselor write a project on the variant use of language
to suit the moods of the tragic and the comic. Examine how in Shakespeare’s use of
language, the two genres often coalesce. This can be an interesting exercise of doing
language through literature.

4.16.10 Suggested Reading

Baugh, Albert C. A History of the English Language. London: Routledge and Kegan
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4.17.0 Introduction

In this Unit you are going to learn about the overall impact of the Authorised
Version of 7he Bible, and how apart from being a religious text it has become a
significant source of enrichment of the English language In the previous unit you
learnt how Shakespeare modified and made a lasting impact on the English language.
As a maker of the English language, his contribution is immense. Now you shall
learn of the influence of the Authorised Version of The Bible which also made a
great impact on the English language and the English people.

geg
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As students of literature you definitely understand and appreciate the importance
of religious traditions in moulding the creative impulses of men and women. Before
the advent of modernism, men usually reserved a large part of their talents for doing
God’s work, according to their interpretation of it . In the past men had made
beautiful structures for religious congregations, painted great pictures on religious
themes. The Bible, a holy book revered by two major religious sects of the world,
has also been a source of inspiration for writers, painters, sculptors, and thinkers
for generations . The words of wisdom in the two main parts of the Bible, the Old
and the New Testaments, have spread far and wide since they first travelled from
the Middle East to Rome. The Bible was initially written in Hebrew and Aramic,
since both Judaism and Christianity are Semitic religions and began among the
Jewish people. After the Romanisation of Christianity, the Bible was naturally
translated in Latin and the Catholic priests who did the work of rendering the Bible
in Latin did not always translate the Hebrew versions word for word. The rituals of
the Catholic church were conducted in Latin and since the Catholic Roman priests
took the message of Christianity to the pagan peoples of the rest of Europe, the newly
Christianised pagans learnt Latin terms for Christian rites and rituals.

We shall now briefly look at a few source-texts that formed the basis of Bible
writing in later years. There are several such old texts written in Hebrew and Greek.
They include: (i) Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testament, the earliest of which
dates back to the 8" century; (i) Greek Manuscripts of the New Testament; the
earliest of which dates back to the 4% century; (iii) Greek manuseripts of the Old
Testament, known as the Septuagint, which were translated from Hebrew around
277 B.C., (iv) Early translations of the Scriptures or its parts in Syriac, Latin, German
and other languages. For the sake of clarity we shall read about a few important
translations to form an idea about the history of Bible writing.

» Septuagint Version

Produced around 277 B.C. this Greek translation is also popularly known as the
Alexandrian version. The Latin word Septuagint means seventy. It is believed that
seventy scholars of Alexandria were engaged in translating the Old Testament for the
sake of the Jews who had been scattered abroad and could no longer read the Hebrew
original. Though later day scholars have raised questions against the authenticity of
this translation yet this Bible formed the basis for many future translations. The
original version of this translation is lost but three best copies—the Vatican, the
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Sinaitic and the Alexandrian—have been preserved. The Alexandrian manuscript is
now in the British Museum in London.

» The Vulgate Version

In the 2™ century of the Christian era Latin superseded Greek, and remained for
many years the diplomatic language of Europe. At this time a Latin translation was
made in North Africa from the Septuagint version of the Old Testament and the
original Greek version of the New Testament. This version is known as the Vulgate.
The word vulgate is Latin, meaning ‘to make common or public’; hence the word
‘vulgar’. This Latin version seems to be England’s first Bible. It was brought by the
Christian missionaries. In the 4" century the Vulgate was revised by Jerome, a saintly
scholar, who had access to the ancient Hebrew Manuscripts. This revision has been
an important one and has influenced many future translations.

» English Translations

The Catholic church of Rome, in order to protect the hegemony of the priests
who were well versed in Latin, discouraged vernacular translations of The Bible .
The vernacular translations could not be stopped however. Sometimes patronised by
enlightened rulers, sometimes daringly carried out by rebel priests disgusted by
corruptions in the church, various open or clandestine translations made their
appearance in several European countries. In fact, the most potent force behind the
protestant Reformation was the vernacular Bible, made accessible to common people
after the invention of printing. English translations of the Bile have a rich and
complex history. Some people, like William Tyndale had to die for translating the
Bible. The King James Bible, generally known as the Authorised Version, was the
culmination of a series of translations done in English from the time of Aelfric. It
was a monumental achievement; the result of the rigorous craftsmanship of fifty-five
scholars. It was largely modelled on the Bishop’s and Geneva Bibles. The Authorised
Version attested the emergence of Protestant England and celebrated the
nation’s freedom from the stranglehold of Rome. Its influence on the English
language and culture is inestimable. However, before going into the influence of the
Authorised Bible on English language, we shall briefly look into the history of Bible
translations until the emergence of the Authorised Version.
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4.17.1 History of Bible Translations

In the 7% century the first attempt was made to translate the scriptures in the
Anglo-Saxon tongue. The Venerable Bede says that Caedmon translated parts of the
Bible but no defimte evidence exists. However, it is evident that many of the poems
ascribed to Caedmon were strongly inspired by the Bible, eg. the Hymn. The other
poems in the Junius MS, — Genesis, Exodus, Christ and Satan, once ascribed to
Caedmon, are basically attempts at free verse translations of the Bible stories in
Anglo-Saxon.

In the 8" century the Venerable Bede is reputed to have translated parts of the
Bible. Unfortunately, Bede’s translations have not survived.

In the 9" century, Alfred the Great, one of the most renowned kings of England
is believed to have patronised translations of the Bible. Passages from the Ten
Commandments and the Pentateuch were certainly in circulation during his reign
and he is supposed to have ordered the Book of Psalms to be translated. Around the
10® century, the priest Aelfric translated the Pentateuch.

» Wycliffe’s Bible

Born around 1320, John Wycliffe was a priest and a theologian who taught in
an Oxford seminary . He was a strong critic of the privileges enjoyed by priests and
other corruptions of the Catholic Church. He is reputed to have translated the entire
Bible into English. It is supposed to have taken him twenty-two years to complete
the work and he based his translation on the Latin Vulgate, as well as Greek and
Hebrew originals. He also divided the Bible into chapters following the pattern set
by Cardinal Hugo in 1250. His version of the Bible was quite popular and it was
widely copied. Modern critics however are of the opinion that Wycliffe at best
translated several books of the New Testament. The Old Testament was the work of
some of his followers.

Wrycliffe”s criticism of the church created a lot of furore. He was excommunicated,
although only after death was he declared a heretic and his remains removed from
consecrated ground. However, his opinions, his Bible translation and its wide
popularity mark him as a harbinger of the Reformation and the protestant
movement. His idea that the Bible was the only authentic source of Christian belief
was the core idea of the protestant Reformation. The Reformers believed that the
Bible should be translated so that every man could read the word of God and not
have to wait for the priests to explain it to him.
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» Tyndale’s Version

In 1525, William Tyndale (1494-1536), one of the great Protestant reformers, and
a contemporary of Luther, made another English translation based on the Greek
translation of the New Testament by Erasmus in 1516. Tyndale’s translation was done
under great difficulties, partly at Cologne and partly at Worms, both cities situated in
Germany, a safe place for Protestants in exile, fleeing from Catholic persecution. Several
editions were printed; this was the first English New Testament in print. Fifteen thousand
copies were issued, which were secretly brought to England in bales of cloth or sacks of
flour. The church tried its best to stop this Bible from reaching the common people.
Thousands were executed and many copies were burnt.

Tyndale’s version is remarkable for its language and accuracy. This was one of
the main sources for the Authorised Version. He also translated the Pentateuch and
Jonah,

» Coverdale’s Version

In 1535, the whole Bible, both Old and New Testaments, was for the first time
printed in English by Miles Coverdale, who made the translation from German and
Latin versions. It was printed in the continent like Tyndale’s Bibles, but was
dedicated to King Henry VIII and was allowed to circulate freely in England. This
was also known as the Great Bible .

Two other historically notable translations before the Authorised Version were:
1. The Geneva Bible, (1557—1560) produced by a group of protestant scholars,
including Coverdale himself, who fled to Geneva, which was a Protestant republic
during the reign of Queen Mary I, and 2. The Bishop’s Bible (1568). The Anglican
clergy were displeased by the radical Protestantism of the Geneva Bible, and to
discourage its circulation a group of Anglican bishops, under the guidance of
Matthew Parker, Archbishop of Canterbury, produced this version . Later on, the
Authorised Version would take the 1602 revised edition of the Bishop’s Bible as its
base text.

¥ The Authorised Version

At the beginning of the 17" century there were thus three main versions of the
Bible existing in England: the Great Bible {made from Coverdale’s edition in 1539);
the Geneva Bible (prepared in 1560 by protestant reformers in Geneva, where they
had fled during the persecutions under Queen Mary), and the Bishop’s Bible
(published in 1568 by a committee of bishops). Apart from the fact that these
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translations were by no means perfect, as time went on the meanings of the English
words also changed, so the need for a fresh translation rose. Accordingly, under the
patronage of King James I, fifty-four translators, including High Churchmen, Puritans
and the best scholars of the land undertook the task of translating the Bible, taking
as their source all the best editions published up to that time and also the Hebrew
and Greek originals. In 1611, after a period of five years of intense scholarship, the
Bible was published and it is known as the King James Bible or the Authorised
Version. The Bible that you read today may possibly be this one. Since its language,
17% Century English is old-fashioned; some Protestant sects use modern versions of
the Bible.

» Influence of the Authorised Version

The Authorised Version of the Bible exercised no small influence on the
English language. The best judges of English style have greatly admired the style of
the Authorised Version. W.V. Moody and R.M. Lovett in their History of English
Literature have said, “In the King James Bible we possess a monument of English
prose of no particular age, but gathering into itself the strength and sweetness of
all ages”.

4,17.2 Features of the Authorised Version

The Authorised Version of the Bible has many striking features. One of its
prominent features is that it 1s non-partisan and its tone is non-judgmental. The
translators were faithful to the original Scripture. They did not take any sides. The
committee set up by the King consisted of divergent groups. It included Puritans,
High Churchmen and even anti-Papal believers. However, they desisted from
endorsing their own ideologies. They always kept in mind that they were working
under royal patronage. Their dedication to the project was genune. This can be
evinced by a look at the Authorised Version in detail. For example, whenever they
encountered a confusing word, they did not go for translation but for transliteration.
Transliteration means the process of transferring a word from the alphabet of one
language to another. They kept the original Greek or Hebrew word intact and
rendered them into English. This approach to translation approximates Lawrence
Venuti’s model of ‘foreignization’ method where the cultural aspects of the source
text are kept as foreign as possible to the target culture. It is opposed to ‘domestication’
that erases the cultural values of the source language. The translators of the
Authorised Version kept the proper names intact in all cases. In this connection it
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must be admitted that the proper names could have been translated into English.
‘Adam’ is the Hebrew word and in English it means ‘Man’. ‘David’ is also a Hebrew
word and in English it means ‘Beloved’. In spite of that, they retained the original
word to avoid any confusion. The same is true about controversial topics or words.
For example, the Greek word ‘baptism’ is open to multiple interpretations. It
signifies multiple ideas. Many a person took it to mean ‘immersion’ while others
objected to that meaning To them it meant ‘sprinkling of water on a person’s
forehead.” This controversy rages among believers even today. The translators
steered cleared of the controversy by retaining the original Greek word. Thus, the
Authorised Version i1s marked by a sincerity of purpose.

Secondly, the Authorised Version is famous for its remarkable exactitude. The
translators used the earlier controversies to great advantage. Difficult topics had
already been discussed and different strategies were adapted to tackle those
difficulties. The translators ingenuously made use of the earlier versions. They said
in the preface: “Truly, good Christian reader, we never thought from the beginning
that we should need to make a new translation, nor yet to make a bad one a good one,
but to make a good one better. That hath been our endeavour, that our work.”
Another factor that contributed to the exactitude is that the translators had more time
at their disposal than the earlier translators. They were not under any obligation to
fimish off the project in a hurry. That is why they were able to make the translation
as accurate as possible. They preferred ‘sense to sense’ translation to ‘word by word’
(verbatim) translation. The adoption of this strategy contributed a lot in making the
Authorised Version an accurate one. Moreover, there are differences between the
Greek or Hebrew languages and the English language in terms of syntax. The
taxonomy of structure does not always match. It was a hurdle for the translators. The
translators devised lots of methods to tackle such problems. Whenever the syntactical
structure caused a problem the translators used italicized words to acknowledge that
the Greek or the Hebrew words cannot be fitted into the structure of the English in
the same way as in the original. They also inserted some marginal notes to show the
alternative syntactic and semantic structures. These marginal references bespeak the
level of accuracy to which the translators aspired to lift their work. They also tried
to achieve accuracy by avoiding uniformity in translating the same word. They had
in mind the desire to show the variety of the English language lest it should appear
as a static and rigid language to the readers . So, instead of using the same word
again and again, they made use of synonymous words so as to provide enjoyment to
the reader.

Thirdly, the Authorised Version is notable for its magnificent admixture of
elegance and popularity in its language. It avoided both extremes of formality and
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colloquialism. The English language was undergoing rapid changes in the early
17% century. To avoid controversy the translators often opted for a more archaic
form. For example, they uniformly use ‘thou/thee’ for second person singular,
although by that time ‘you’ was already in use for the same. Again, they always use
‘-eth’ for the third person singular present tense verb ending, though the modern ‘-
s’ ending was fairly common. The translators were greatly influenced by the
cadence of the Hebrew language, and often incorporated it in their English translation.
The language in general is much less colloquial than that of the Geneva Bible . The
translators, mainly churchmen, partly due to their own latinate education, partly

because of royal instructions, chose a more latinate syntax and vocabulary.

4.17.3 The Impact of the Phraseology of the Authorised
Bible

The English language owes the currency of a large number of phrases to the
Authorised Version. No other work has had so much influence on the phraseology
of English as the Authorised Version of the Bible. We use some of the phrases in
our daily lives without any awareness that they come from the Bible. We use them
as household words. Unlike Shakespeare, who is said to have coined about six
thousand words, the Authorised Version offers around 257 expressions. Thus, you
may see that in terms of new expressions, the impact of the Authorised Version is
limited. Such expressions include figurative phrases, metaphors, etc. But we have
to remember here that very few of these expressions are absolutely original. Having
said that, it is not in the addition of words but in the codification of idioms that one
may find the Authorised Version’s powerful impact. David Crystal writes(Begat ,
O.U.P. 2010) , ‘Either directly, from its own translators, or indirectly, as a glass
through which we can see its predecessors- it has contributed far more to English in
the way of idiomatic or quasi-proverbial expressions than any other literary source.’
The translators wanted to render the idiomatic Hebrew expressions into Vernacular
English for the first time. Some of the idiomatic expressions are: ‘the powers that
be’, ‘a howling wilderness’, ‘city of refuge’, ‘the eleventh hour’, ‘the lesser lights’,
‘lick the dust’, ‘pride goes before a fall’, ‘a fly in the ointment’, ‘put words in his
mouth’ etc. Crystal however points out that the translators seldom coined the idioms.
They used those already in use. Unlike Shakespeare, they did not invent, since their
purpose was easy readability rather than striking feats of imaginative invention,
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Like most other books that have been widely popular, the English Bible has
generated some phrases and uses of words through misunderstanding. ‘Helpmeet’ is
the most striking example of word-making through popular misunderstanding. In the
Authorised Version of the Bible the Hebrew words of Genesis i1, 18 were literally
rendered as ‘an help meet for him’. However, readers mistook the two words for a
compound with the result that selpmeet came into existence as a synonym for ‘one’s
partner in hfe’.

4.17.4 Revival of Archaic Words

Not only in the usage of phrases but also in the revival of archaic words we can
observe the impact of the Authorised Version. Contrary to what reformers like
Tyndale did, the translators of the Authorised Version used some archaic language
for they felt that the language of faith should be a bit different from the language
used daily so as to preserve the mystery of religion. Thus, they changed Tyndale’s
more colloquial expressions with more dignified parlance. Some obsolete words
were given a fresh lease of life. Among them mention may be made of ‘damsel’ for
a young woman, ‘raiment’ and ‘apparel’ for dress, ‘travail’ for labour, ‘list’ for
desire.

4.17.5 Impact on English Grammar

The Bible has also influenced the technical grammar of modern poetry in a
considerable measure, It is owing to this influence that the verb forms with ‘th’ began
to be used to a great extent by the poets of the nineteenth century as hath, loveth,
hateth, giveth, in place of has, loves, hates, gives in the third person singular. The
modern use of ‘thou’, ‘thee’, and ‘thy’ in poetry and religious writings is also due
to the Authorised Version of the Bible.

4.17.6 Employment of Scriptural Narratives

Scriptural themes have been incorporated in devotional essays, sermons, versified
psalms and poems. This of course cannot be totally ascribed to the influence of the
Authorised Version, since in a Christian culture any other Bible would also have
been a major source book But the style and language of this Bible and its almost
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universal availability and use over a long period of time made this the major source
for later authors. Many writers have employed the scriptural narratives to impart a
touch of majesty to their works. Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress” is an excellent
example of this. This didactic work employed Biblical diction and theme exquisitely.
About Bunyan, Legouis wrote, ‘He seems to have lived with the Scriptures alone,
indifferent to every production of the human mind, occupied only with the quest for
means of salvation.” Dryden set his political satire “Absalom and Achitophel” (1681)
against the Biblical backdrop. Drawing on the Old Testament story of King David
and his rebellious son Absalom, Dryden allegorised the contemporary political crisis.
John Milton was imbued with the spirit of the Bible. His greatest poem “Paradise
Lost™ 1s modelled on Biblical episodes. Some stories of Oscar Wilde such as ‘The
Selfish Giant’ allegorise the Biblical principle of charity. Lord Byron in his play Cain
(1821) dealt with the story of Abel and Cain from Cain’s point of view. Browning’s
poem “Saul” is modelled on one of the incidents mentioned in the Biblical story of
Saul and David.

4.17.7 Impact on Writing Style

The translators aimed at fashioning a style that would preach the lesson of the
Bible in a simple way. That is why they steered cleared of ostentatious display of
learning. Rigidity of Latinism was eschewed. Inkhorn terms were few. The jargon-
free manner in which it was written created a lasting impact on the masses. The
employment of homely metaphors made it more acceptable to the common people.
The translators refused to be dramatic. Huxley called it ‘the Magna Carta of the poor
and the oppressed.” Coleridge opined, ‘intense study of the Bible will keep any writer
from being vulgar in point of style.” Ifor Evans rightly estimated that the language
of the Authorised Version ‘has so embedded itself in our national tradition that if the
Bible is forgotten a precious possession will be lost.” Addison beautifully summed
up its dignity: “How cold and dead does a prayer appear that is composed in the
most elegant and polite forms of speech, which are natural to our tongue, when it is
not heightened by that solemnity of phrase which may be drawn from the sacred
writings. It has been said by some of the ancients that if the gods were to talk with
men, they would certainly speak in Plato’s style; but I think we may say, with justice,
that when mortals converse with their Creator they cannot do it in so proper a style
as in that of the Holy Scriptures.” The translators were imbued with a remarkable
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sincerity. They avoided trifling expressions or puns. One can find some puns (a play
on dual meanings) in the Hebrew but the Authorised version rejected them so as not
to mislead the reader. Notwithstanding its simplicity, the Authorised Version has
poetical touches too. Extra pleasure accrues to a reader because of its poetical
flavour. The following excerpt from the 35th chapter of Isaiah, for example,
illustrates the musical cadence of the Authorised Version:

The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; and the desert
shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose. It shall blossom abundantly, and
rejoice even with joy and singing; the glory of Lebanon shall be given unto
it, the excellency of Carmel and Sharon, they shall see the glory of the Lord,
and the excellency of our God. Strengthen ye the weak hands, and confirm
the feeble knees. Say to them that are of a fearful heart, Be strong, fear not:
behold, your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompense;
He will come and save you. Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and
the ears of the deaf shall be unstopped. Then shall the lame man leap as a
hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing: for in the wilderness shall waters
break out, and streams in the desert.

One can set music to these words! However, this musical quality is avoided
sometimes purposefully. While narrating an argument or expanding an idea these
poetical touches are carefully avoided.

4.17.8 Radical Use of Biblical Ideas

Time and again writers have used quotations from the Bible to elucidate their
arguments or to generate a series of signifiers conducive to the author’s purpose. Writers
in the nineteenth century, more than in any other age, packed their writings with
quotations from the Bible. Ruskin, for example, stuffed his writings with Biblical
quotations. Some writers even used the Authorised Version radically to disseminate
their artistic or political doctrines. P.B. Shelley and William Blake, for example, used
the Authorised Version in this way. Jonathan Swift, Charles Dickens and Thomas Hardy
utilized the Scriptures in an ironical way to launch a diatribe against the powers that be.
Even Walt Whitman who tried to create a new American Bible in his monumental
Leaves of Grass, premised his poems upon the Authorised Version as a backdrop. Even
Allen Ginsberg, with all his modern radical ideas, made use of the Bible in his
poem “Howl”
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4.17.9 Use of Biblical Allusions

Biblical allusions are very common in writings. With the advent of the Authorised
Version, a cultural shift took place. Earlier writers like Marlowe, Shakespeare or
Spenser frequently alluded to the Geneva Bible. But after the emergence of the
Authorised Version, major English writers regularly alluded to it. The names of John
Milton and John Bunyan must be mentioned in this connection. The fact that even
non-conformists or dissenters alluded to it in their writings is illustrative of the
Authorised Version’s popularity over the others. On the pages of newspapers, one
may find frequent Biblical allusions. Some examples are ‘The full measure of justice
is not meted out to them’, “They sold their birthright for a mess of pottage’, ‘They
have fallen among thieves’. The American poet Anne Bradstreet, for instance, has
alluded to lines from the Song of Solomon in her poem “To My Dear and Loving
Husband™:

“My love 1s such that rivers cannot quench,
Nor aught but love from thee, give recompense.”

In Isaac Watts’s hymn, “Crucifixion to the World by the Death of Christ,” one
can find allusion to the Gospels of Matthew and John. Not only in poems but also
in fiction one can trace allusions to the Authorised Version of the Bible. For
example, in Charlotte Bronte’s Jare Eyre Biblical allusions occur frequently. In her
darkest hour of trouble, when Jane discovers that Rochester is already married to
Bertha, the lines from Psalm 69 come to her mind: “the waters came into my soul;
I sank in deep mire:”

4.17.10 Summing Up

In this Unit you have learnt

e The influence of the Authorised Version of The Bible on the English
language. No other book has influenced the English language as much as the
Authorised Version has done. It is also an important document about the
development of the English language.

e The history of the Bible translations in English until the emergence of the
Authorised Version.
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e How expressions from the Authorised Version occur, often directly, often
remoulded , in everyday speech of Englishmen.

o The characteristics of the Authorised Version. It is an honest and dedicated
work notable for the admixture of elegance and simplicity.

e The use of the Bible as a source text for later authors.

o The relationship between the style and grammar of The Authorised Version
and The English language in general.

4.17.11 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type:

1. Discuss the history of Bible Translations in English, with special reference
to the Authorised Version.

2. Comment on the impact of the Authorised Version of the Bible on English
language and literature.

. Discuss the main characteristics of the Authorised Version of the Bible.

LN

Medium Length Answers:
4. Comment on the Authorised Version’s influence on the style of later writers.

5. Comment on the nature of the vocabulary used by the translators of the
Authorised version .

6. Show how the Authorised Version of the Bible differed from previous
versions,
Short Answer Type:
7. Write a note on the use of Biblical allusions in English language.
8. Write a note on the impact of the Authorised Version on English grammar,

9. Find some examples of the manifold use of Biblical language from the
works of the authors you have read.
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4,18A.0 Introduction

o In this section we shall ¢ritically examine a poem, The Good Morrow, by one
of the major poets of the English Renaissance; John Donne, who, like his
contemporary Shakespeare,worked upon the traditions of love poetry in his
age to create a body of verse that has its distinctive style and appeal.

e We shall, in the process, take a brief look at the Metaphysical school of
poetry that Donne has been associated with,

e We also learn about the aubade, a special kind of love poem that is
represented by the poem selected for study.

246
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4.18A.1 Donne and Metaphysical Poetry

+ John Donne:The Man _and hisWorks

John Donne (1572-1631) is, even today, one of the most widely-read English
poets of the seventeenth century. He was a writer of both secular and religious
literature. He was originally a Roman Catholic, but subsequently became an Anglican
priest. Later he was appointed Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral in London, and became
famous for his sermons, which along with other religious works were published in
his lifetime.

However, our focus is on Donne’s poetry: particularly his amatory verse (or love
poetry). Even so, it must be mentioned that his verse covered a variety of forms,
styles and subjects: he wrote elegies, satires, epigrams, devotional sonnets and more.
Most of his poetry was published after his death, though during his lifetime his
contemporaries could read and admire his works in circulation, as was then the
practice, in manuscript form.

+ Donne and Metaphysical Poetry

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (i.e. during the English Renaissance),
prevailing social and religious conventions were being challenged in an intellectual
atmosphere that favoured scientific and rational approaches. Donne’s verse may be
seen as a striking literary form of such questioning, as he develops poetic subjects
such as love and religion in unconventional ways. You will be really surprised, on
reading the poetry of Donne and his group, to see how fast the language of love did
evolve in English poetry. Your point of comparison will obviously be with the early
Elizabethan tradition of writing love poetry.

A term often used to describe Donne’s poetry is ‘metaphysical’. As you understand,
the term literally means ‘relating to things that cannot be conceived within the range
of the physical, or the tangible and the matenial’. First used in this connection by
John Dryden to criticize Donne for his excessive use of philosophy in poetry, the
term later was used to categorize a certain ‘school’ or group of mainly seventeenth-
century English poets, including Donne as well as George Herbert, Andrew Marvell,
Henry Vaughan, Richard Crashaw and Abraham Cowley.

What such poets had in commonwas verse that typically was intellectual, treated
love or religious experience psychologically rather than emotionally, unlike the
poetry of their (mainly) Elizabethan contemporaries. Even so, there is no lack of
passion in the poems of the metaphysical school, but passion 1s combined with
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reason or witIf that sounds paradoxical, these poets did have a fondness for
paradox. Other characteristics would include variety and flexibility of metre and
rhythm; use of direct and colloquial speech patterns, and most notably, the use of
startling images or conceits: elaborate comparisons that bring together very dissimilar
objects. Above all, we can credit the Metaphysicals for introducing the element of
love in poetry as a composite experience — meaning thereby, the amalgamation of the
mind and the body in equal proportions, without either unnecessarily glorifying the
one or shying away from the other. As mature readers, you will be expected to
understand and appreciate the manifold nuances of heterosexual love as a concrete
and composite experience of human life.

John Donne’s ‘The Good Morrow 'is a good example ofverse exhibiting thefeatures
mentioned above, which made the poet’s work distinctive. Here is the text of the
complete poem, as found in The Norton Anthology of Poetry, Third Edition (1983),
p205. The poem was originally published in Donne’s Songs and Sonnets in 1633,
The words/phrases in bold are explained in the section that follows.

4.18A.2 Text of the Good Morrow

“The Good Morrow’

I wonder, by my troth, what thou and I
Did, till we loved? Were we not weaned till then?

But sucked oncountry pleasures, childishly?

Or snorted we in the Seven Sleepers’ den?

"Twas so, but this, all pleasures fanciesbe.

If ever any beauty I did see,

Which 1 desired, and got, “twas but a dream of thee.

And now good-morrow to our waking souls,

Which watch not one another out of fear;

For love, all love of other sights controls,

And makes one little room an everywhere.

Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone,

Let maps to other, worlds on worlds have shown,

Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one.



NSOU « CC-EG-01 249

My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears,

And true plain hearts do in the faces rest;

Where can we find two better hemispheres,
Without sharpnorth, without decliningwest?
Whatever dies, was not mixed equally,

If our two loves be one, or, thou and 1

Love so alike, that none do slacken, none can die.

4.18A.3 Glossary and Annotations

Stanza 1

by my troth: lterally, “in faith” or “to tell the truth”. This example of
colloquialEnglish, with which the poem begins, is a deliberately “unpoetic” technique,
which canstartle readers.

weaned: taken away from (something, here a state of childhood). A growing
child is weaned when it no longer needs mother’s milk as nourishment.

sucked on :tasted, or experienced
country pleasures: inferior delights or enjoyment
snorted: snored or slept

Seven Sleepers’ den: an allusion to a Christian legend about a cave in Ephesus
where seven young Christians, during oppression under Roman emperor Decius in
the third century, lay asleep for almost two centuries. The idea is that the poem’s
lovers, before finding each other, were just as deeply unaware of the world as the
young sleepers in the legend.

but: except for

fancies: notions imaginary, rather than real
beauty: beautiful woman.

dream: a foreshadowing or early indicator

Stanza 2

good morrow: a salutation or greeting, seesection on poem’s title

waking souls: a clear indication that people are properly awake or alive only
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when then find true love. The lovers here are “waking” or rising to a new and higher
CONSclousness.

one little room an everywhere: the room where the lovers find themselves is
as good as an “everywhere” or an entire world having all they need: 1.e each other.

sea-discoverers...maps:a reference to the different discoveries and scientific
theories that were changing the existing ideas about the world during the time of the
Renaissance.

each hath one, and is one: the lovers are content in their own, self-contained
world. Each of them “is” part of that world, and they both “possess” the world since
they have each other.

Stanza 3

hearts...rest: the lovers gaze into each others’eyes with such intensity thateach
seems

able to look into the depths of the other’s heart.

hemispheres: here the eyes are compared to half-globes, a comparison both apt
and far-fetched; hence a conceit.

sharpnorth... the bitingly cold north wind
decliningwest :associated  with sunset and fading of light

not mixed equally: anallusionto the belief that human illness and death resulted
from an imbalance in the elements making up the body.

slacken: weaken

4,18A.4 Theme and Title

The main theme of the poem is that people are awake,awareand properly alive
only when they find true and meaningful love; and the title, as well as the poem’s
leading metaphor, indicates this idea. The power of true love, as the poet goes on to
assert, can make the lovers not just alive, but immortal.

Good Morrow, meaning good morning, is a salutation or way of greeting
someone. The title indicates that the poem in question concerns an early-morning
meeting: between the poet-narrator and his beloved after a night of love, as we go
on to learn. The composition, thus, is what might be called an aubade, a dawn song
(or poem). This indication is strengthened by the mention of waking lovers as the
first stanza continues, and then clinched by the beginning of the second stanza.
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4.18A.5 Critical Understanding of ‘The Good Morrow’

The lover wakes up beside his lady in this poem, and marvels about their love.
He wonders what they did all these years of their lives, until they were in love and
had seen through its consummation! Were they obsessed with some trivial pleasures
of life, rather childishly? Now that they are in mature love, the completeness of the
experience makes them realize that any prior fooling around was simply an overture
to this, a feebler version of the tangible life that they are living now. All these years
they were like the prisoners in the “Seven Sleepers’ den”, where their souls were
imprisoned in a long slumber.If ever the lover had come across any beautiful woman,
it was just the dream of his lady with whom he is waking up to real life now.

The lover feels that now that they are in love, they are awake and alive to the
true sense of the term. So they should wish good morning to their awakened souls.
Now they are waking and rising to a higher consciousness.The small room where the
lovers find themselves locked, represents the entire world. The lovers are satisfied in
theirautonomous world. Each one of them “is” a chunk of this world, and they
“possess” this domain since they possess each other. By talking about the sea-
discoverers and maps, perhaps the lover is referring to the newer discoveries of the
Renaissance period.But the lover and the lady are content with the autonomous and
erotocentric space that they have created for themselves. As such they have nothing
to do with the discoveries and new worlds. The composite nature of their soulful love
makes itself-sufficient; and the lovebirds no longer need the rest of the world.

If we put it another way, the lover and the beloved are each one a hemi-sphere
and when united in true love, they shape the world as an organic whole; the sphere
being the symbol of perfection. Just as the two hemispheres are twins or mirror-
images of each other,the lovers are complementary to each other, and their love is
so composed and stable that it would never perish. Through their eyes, they are able
to peep into the hearts of each other.The lovers’ eyes are paralleled to half-globes,
an evaluation which is rather far-fetched. This metaphysical conceit adds charm to
the entire expression. Donne borrows from the medieval science of alchemy and uses
the allusion to the acceptance that mortaldiseases and death resultfrom adiscrepancy
in the elements creating the human body. But since the lover and the lady are united
in their soul and body, nothing can weaken them anymore. Love has made them
immortal.
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Donne’s poem speaks of the alternation of his moods, the range of his experiences,
his technical originality and of course about his poetic methods. All this makes ‘The
Good Morrow’ an immortal love poem indeed.

4.18A.6 Structure and Style

The poem is written as an aubade or morning poem, typically concerning lovers
about to part; a convention that Donne uses elsewhere (as in TheSunRising) and plays
with here. Donne also gives a strikingly individualistic treatmentto a conventional
idea, that lovers sharing genuine love realize the truevalue of life. Individualism is
noticeable also in the robust intimacy of the poet’s language, where words like
“sucked” and “snorted” can startle; in the way the poet makes free use of religious
legends, popular beliefs and scientific theories in his declarations of love; and above
all, in his use of the metaphysical conceit; as when he likens ignorant lovers to
unweaned babies, or eyeballs to geographical globes.

Donne creates a distinctive stanzaic structure as well: three seven-line stanzas
using three rhymes; where the first six lines are generally in 1ambic pentameter, while
the seventh is a foot longer, bringing each sectional movement to an emphatic and
logical close.

4.18A.7 Summing Up

Here are a few points concerning what thissection has covered. Included is one
observation that 1s NOT true. Strike out the incorrect one, and you will be left with
a concise summing-up. {Check your choice against the key provided.)

e John Donne has been linked with the Metaphysical school of poetry.

e Donne, no less than Shakespeare, experimented with the traditions of love
poetry prevalent in his time.

e Donne’s poem The Good Morrow is remarkable for its striking and
individualistic treatment of theme and structure.

o The Good Morrowis a good example of what may be called a conventional
love sonnet.

o The Good Morrowmay be related to the aubade, or early-morning love poem/
song.
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4.18A.8 Comprehension Exercises

1. Essay type :
a) Attempt a critical analysis of John Donne’s ‘The Good Morrow’.

b) Examine the qualities that let ‘The Good Morrow’be categorized as a
metaphysical poem.

¢) Consider ‘The Good Morrow’ as a poem that differs from the conventional
love poetry of Donne’s time.
2. Middle-length :
a) Examine a few references by Donne to new discoveries/ideas of his time.
b} Write a note on Donne’s use of the metaphysical conceit.

¢) How does the title of Donne’s poem indicate its theme?

3. Short-answer type :
a) Explain with reference to the context:
Whatever dies, was not mixed equally;
If our two loves be one, or, thou and I
Love so alike, that none do slacken, none can die.
b) Write a short note on the aubade

¢) Identify and define 2 different rhetorical figures in the poem, and explain
them.

4.18A.9 Suggested Reading

M.H. Abrams,A Glossary of Literary Terms, 7" Ed. Thomson Heinle, 1999,

DavidDaiches, A Critical History of English Literature, 2™ Ed. In four volumes. Vol
II. New Delhi: Allied Publishers, 1969. 360-368.

Helen Gardner (ed). The Metaphysical Poets. New York: Penguin, 1960,
BarrySpurr,Studying Poetry. Melbourne: Macmillan, 1997 100-108

Helen CWhite, The Metaphysical Poets: A Study in Religious Experience. New York:
Collier Books, 1966. 73-94
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Additionally, here is an internet link to a discussion of Donne’s verse and the
conventions of love poetry popular in his time:

http//www britannica.comVEBchecked/topic/169175/John-Donne/1885/Poetry

4.18A.10 Further Activity

The speaker in Donne’s poem is evidently a man. Identify the lines that, in your
opinion, establish that the speaker is male. Now ask yourself, what if the speaker, or
poet, were a woman? Would the sentiments in the poem have been differently stated,
and if so, what might have been the differences?

From there you might consider looking for love poems written by women, or
featuring a speaker who is a woman. Two women writers whose love poems feature
female speakers are Christina Rossetti and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Make a list
of a few such poems by them, and add more names to this list of women writing
love poetry.

*QOdd one out in the Summing Up Section:

“The Good Morrow 1s a good example of what may be called a conventional
love sonnet.” Donne’s poem is not a sonnet, and is hardly conventional.
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4,18B.0 Introduction

This section seeks

e to provide an idea about the life and works of the seventeenth-century
devotional poet George Herbert;

o to relate him to what has been called the Metaphysical School of Poetry, and
to examine his celebrated poem ‘Virtue’

e to acquire an understanding of the religious strand of Metaphysical poetry

4.18B.1 George Herbert, The Religious Metaphysical

George Herbert (1593-1633) was a Christian priest and poet; not surprisingly,
perhaps, almost all his verse is what may be called devotional or religious in nature.
Despite that, he remains one of the most widely-read poets of the seventeenth
century, along with his contemporary John Donne, whose poetry has been discussed

255
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in the earlier sub-section. The two poets even share certain stylistic characteristics,
though Donne, unlike Herbert, contributed significantly to secular as well as religious
verse.

+ Herbert’s Works

Herbert’s fame as a poet rests chiefly on the 1633 anthology The Temple,
published shortly after his death and containing all the verses that were to become
popular. These include Easter Wings, The Windows, The Collar, The Pulley and
Virtue, which is the poem that you will be studying in detail here.

Herbert’s writing, as well as that of the other poets linked to the Metaphysical
school, has much in common with the verse of John Donne. Sudden beginnings, a
conversational tone and a direct form of address in a Herbert poem may remind a
reader of Donne, as may the use of a logical building up of argument. Other qualities
are distinctively Herbert’s, his use of more commonplace, concrete images taken
from nature;, his frequent engaging of dialogue with God, his putting together of
sayings that sound almost proverbial; and his distinctive, sometimes startling, poetic
experiments. Herbert constantly used unusual stanzaic structures, such as found in
Easter Wings, where the lines on the page take the shape of the wings discussed in
the poem. Sometimes, however, the same qualities that distinguish Herbert also come
in the way of a reader’s understanding: as when almost every idea is expressed by
means of images, which might threaten to blur the focus on the original idea.

To help you gain a better understanding of the above-mentioned qualities of
Herbert’s verse, a close reading of his poem Virtute is provided. The texthas been
taken from The Norton Anthology of Poetry, Third Edition (1983), p 260. The words/
phrases in bold are explained in the section that follows the poem.

4,18B.2 Text of ‘Virtue’

‘Virtue’
Sweet day, so cool, so calm, so bright,
The bridal of