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Introduction to the Course

Dear Students,

This study guide on the course of ‘Classical Poetry’ is developed to introduce 
classical poetry as a key genre of English poetry. The primary objective of this 
course is to provide holistic overview of the poetry written during the classical age. 
The course is, unavoidably, selective in nature as this genre is highly diverse and is 
constantly expanding as a result of extensive body of research and critical 
reflections on it. Therefore, the selection of the poets and their works as well 
analyses and discussions are representative rather than exhaustive in nature and aim 
to demonstrate the wider scope of classical poetry. 

The course aims at familiarizing you with major poetic developments of the 
classical era. It, also, provides a detailed insight into social, cultural, political and 
religious conditions of the classical age which greatly influenced literary 
perceptions and sensibilities of the selected poets. Brief biographical sketches of 
the selected poets are also included to provide you an insightful perspective into 
literary geniuses in making. The course describes key terms, critical concepts and 
fundamental literary theories related to this genre and is expected to inculcate basic 
knowledge and develop essential skills required for advancing in a more detailed, 
critical and theoretical exploration of this particular genre of English poetry.   

However, it is pertinent to mention here that our primary objective was to 
provide you basic orientation to critically approach the course so that you may be 
able to appreciate literary beauty, value and worth of poetic excellencies of the 
classic age independently. Therefore, it is advised that you thoroughly read the core 
texts prescribed for this course. As, it is evident that contextual sensibility is highly 
desirable in appreciating the true meanings of a literary text in its entirety, therefore 
you must situate the selected poetic works in their social, cultural, historical, 
political and religious contexts for detailed critical analyses and interpretations. 
Moreover, as majority of the prescribed core texts are quite lengthy, so it is not 
deemed appropriate to include them in this study guide. However, as the selected 
texts are chief representative of the classic age, so these are readily available online 
as well as in printed versions. Therefore, you are expected to study the original or 
standardized versions of the core texts specially the ones which were written in old 
English. You may consult their modern English versions in case of any difficulty. 
You must realize the fact that detailed study of the selected works as well as an in-
depth analysis of extensive critical work produced on them is the key to success.  
                                                                                   

                                                                                  Course Development Coordinator
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Objectives of the Course

After reading this study guide thoroughly as well as the core texts prescribed for 
the course, you will be able to

i. define the terms classical and classicism
ii. describe the associative values of classicism

iii. identify the descriptive features of neo classicism
iv. identify unique features of classical poetry
v. trace a comprehensive chronological development of classical poetry

vi. situate the core texts in their social, political and religious contexts to 
appreciate their poetic value

vii. comprehend various influences on the selected poets responsible for the 
development of their poetic genius

viii. enlist the poets who were the chief representative of classical age
ix. analyze the major themes of the poetry produced by the selected poets
x. demonstrate the effects of various literary traditions on classical poetry

xi. critically assess the stylistic features of the poetry produced by the selected 
poets

xii. appreciate the contributions made by the selected poets in strengthening 
classical traditions of poetry

xiii. explain intellectual design and major themes of the classical poetry
xiv. critically analyze some of the representative poetic compositions of the 

period

xv. provide a detailed critique of the representative poetry written during the 
classical period    



vii

CONTENTS

Unit 1: Classical Poetry.......................................................................................1

Unit 2: Geoffrey Chaucer...................................................................................10

Unit 3: Edmund Spenser ....................................................................................20

Unit 4: William Shakespeare…………..............................................................32

Unit 5: John Donne…………………………......................................................41

Unit 6: John Milton……………………………. .............................................. .58

Unit 7: Paradise Lost: Textual Analysis…… ………………….........................70

Unit 8: Alexander Pope.......................................................................................83

Unit 9: The Rape of the Lock……………….......................................................93

                  Suggested Readings…………………………………………………….105 



1

UNIT-1

CLASSICAL POETRY

Written By: Dr. Muhammad Saeed Sheikh       
Reviewed By: Dr. Rashida Imran



2

CONTENTS

Overview ...........................................................................................................3

Objectives .........................................................................................................3

1.1Classical: Definition and Description ........................................................................3

1.2 Classicism: Definition and Description.....................................................................4

1.3 Neo Classicism and its Distinct Features ..................................................................4

1.4 Representative Poets of the Classical Period ............................................................5

1.5 Prescribed Texts for the Course ................................................................................8

Summary Points................................................................................................8

Self-Assessment Questions ................................................................................9



3

Overview
This unit introduces classical poetry as a distinct genre in English poetry and describes key terms 
and basic concepts related to it. It also traces the development of English poetry during the 
classical period which ranges from 1370 -1744. The unit highlights the impact of classical age 
and poetry produced during this period on contemporary English poetry. The unit, also, briefly 
introduces the poets who are the chief representative of the age besides their famous poetic 
works prescribed for this course.

Objectives
After studying this unit, you will be able to 

i. define the terms classic, classicism and neoclassicism and bring out the distinct features 
of each 

ii. determine how the social, religious and political conditions of the English society during 
the 14th century to the 18th century- the age of Chaucer to the age of Pope influenced 
contemporary English poetry 

iii. identify the poets who are chiefly associated with this period ranging from 14th century 
to 18th century 

iv. understand the reasons why they are categorized as ‘classical’ 
v. describe the terms: medieval, Renaissance, Augustan and metaphysical 

vi. trace the developments and changes English poetry has undergone during the years 1370 
- 1744 

The term classic has been used to convey various meanings in literature and art. According to 
Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (2002), classic describes something that is accepted as 
being of very high quality and one of the best of its kind. It is also used to describe a typical 
example of something or something elegant but simple and traditional. According to the Penguin 
Dictionary of literary terms and literary theory, “A number of meanings maybe distinguished 
but principally (a) of the first rank or authority (b) belonging to the literature and art of Greece 
and Rome (c) a writer or work of the first rank and of generally acknowledged excellence with 
reference to literature and art”. With special reference to the study of classical poetry we will 
prefer to use the term to mean Gracio-Roman models followed by the European literary artists 
because of the rules and canons evolved from the works of the ancient and established as the 
standard to evaluate the works of the successive generations of artists both literary and non-
literary. The term may, however, be applied to define exceptional and highly eulogized work 
which also enjoys an authority. 

Though the poets and their works included in this course are neither strictly the imitations of the 
ancient models, nor do they bare the stamp of their authority, however, they are acknowledged 
as the best examples to represent the contemporary trends and classical standards of judgement 
as well as their wide spread popularity. We will apply the term classical not only for convenience 
sake but to understand and appreciate these poets and their selected poetry to determine their 
place and influence on the future poets and their works.

1.1 Classical: Definition and Description
Let us examine what does the term classical stand for and how far it is justified to label them as 
classical. The term classical, according to Oxford advanced learners dictionary, is described as 
“A form of traditional western music and other things that are traditional in style… it is also 
used to talk about things that are connected with the culture of ancient Greek and Rome”. The 
Penguin Dictionary of literary terms and literary theory describes the term thus, “The adjective 
‘Classical’ normally applies to anything pertaining to Greece and Rome with an implication of 
the best, a standard of excellence worthy of emulation. When applied to literature, the word 
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classical suggests that the work has the qualities of order, harmony, proportion, balance and 
discipline… In short, nothing can be taken away from it or added to it without doing it some 
injury”. Furthermore, “Classical like classic is a term which has been used in diverse meanings 
over the centuries. Overtime, however, this term came to signify any Greek or Roman works 
deemed particularly worthy and subsequently Gracio-Roman writing in general. Still later, it 
came to be used to refer to texts that imitate the Gracio-Roman traditions and even to ones that, 
although not written in imitation of the ancients (and even perhaps within thematic or stylistic 
opposition to them) were particularly worthy. Classical can also be used to describe works that 
exhibit the qualities or characteristics of Classicism, a complex set of attitudes and standards 
that classicists, scholars of Gracio-Roman antiquity,  believe to be reflected in the art, 
architecture, history, philosophy, politics and literature of ancient Greece and Rome (The 
Bradford  Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 1998)”.

1.2 Classicism: Definition and Description
‘Classicism’ is another important term which signifies a style of art and literature that is simple 
and elegant and is based on the styles of ancient Greece and Rome. Classicism was popular in 
the 18th century. The term is also used to signify a complex set of attitudes, beliefs and values 
that marked the cultures of the ancient Greece and Rome. However, classicism when applied to 
literature and art is not used in the cultural and social context of the ancient civilization of Greece 
and Rome. In the context of literature, it is used to signify the style and certain characteristics 
which make the achievements of antiquity and literature critically admired and valued. In the 
contemporary times, is not used exclusively to refer to Greek and Roman works, the term can 
be used in connection with any work that exhibits some combination of these qualities that 
thereby captures something of the spirit of the ancient Gracio-Roman tradition. English 
literature has been strongly marked by classicism, the ideals and characteristics of which were 
resurrected most notably in the Renaissance and the subsequent movement we referred to as 
Neo-Classicism (The Bradford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 1998).

1.3 Neo Classicism and its Distinct Features
Neo classic period in English Literature usually ranges from 1660 – 1780. In other words, this 
period begins with Dryden and ends roughly with Dr. Johnson’s death (1784). The famous poets 
who belong to this period are Dryden (1631-1700) and Pope (1688-1744), the writers of prose 
fiction and nonfiction include Addison (1672 – 1719), Fielding (1704 – 1754) and Goldsmith 
(1730 – 1774). Neo Classicism stressed rules, reason, harmony, balance, restraint, decorum, 
order, serenity, realism and form – above all an appeal to intellect rather than emotion (Bradford 
Dictionary of Literary Terms, 1998). The neo classicists believe that the aim and office of 
literature and art is to both instruct and delight. They do not favour the belief that literature 
should give mere delight which is opposite to the later theory of art for art’s sake. In the poetry 
of W.H. Auden, T.S. Eliot, Robert Frost and Ezra Pond, we may see the revival of neo classicism 
with the modification for compatibility with the 20th century theory and practice. In literary 
theory and practice, most writers of this period  were traditionalists and they had a great respect 
for the classical authors and especially the Romans, who they believed, had established and 
perfected the principal literary genres for all time. The neo classicists believe that the proper 
subject of the art was humanity in general and not individual. Their general assumption was that 
humanity is imperfect and limited. It is by the power of reason that human civilization can be 
perfected. 

The neo classicist poets and literary theorists believe that poetry is like craftsmanship and can 
be improved by labour. Therefore, they honoured the rules and adhered to these rules in their 
practice of poetry. As far as language of poetry is concerned, they insisted upon the principle 
that it should be a special, formal and dignified diction. Language of daily business and 
transactions used by common man cannot be the language of poetry. Versification and the use 
of metre is essential for poetry which makes it distinct from the prosaic. Poetry, according to 
them, is not an inspirational activity rather it is a willed activity. Poet is not a maker but a 
representative – a realistic and photographic representative of society, its culture, beliefs and 
values. Poetry of the neo classist age is sometimes called Town Poetry which is the reflection 
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of life as ‘it is’, not ‘what it ought to be’. A poet is objective in his expression and makes his 
expressions true to life. According to the neo classist theory, poetry should appeal to reason and 
intellect rather than emotions and feelings. It was emphasized that poetic activity should aim at 
the moral and intellectual uplift of the readers. Satire and irony are, therefore, pervasive in prose 
and poetry to make their writings reformative and instructive for the readers. 

1.4 Representative Poets of the Classical Period
The poets included in this course are chief representative of the classical period. They are called 
classics because of their contributions for the development of English poetry during 14th to 18th   

centuries. Their works are, undisputedly, of the first rank and acknowledged as excellent. No 
critic can deny Chaucer as father of English poetry, Spenser’s title as Poet’s poet, Shakespeare 
as dramatist par excellence whose plays whether tragedies, comedies, tragical comedies, 
dramatic romances, historical plays occupy the stage even in the modern times. No study of 
dramas is complete without reference to Shakespeare. As a writer of sonnets, he is no less a poet 
than the greatest poets of the world. Milton gave sublimity to English language through his great 
work Paradise Lost, Jhon Donne’s metaphysical poetry occupy an unchangeable place in the 
evaluation of English Poetry. Alexander Pope has been acknowledged as the pioneer of neo 
classical school of poetry. The following poets and their poetry have been prescribed for this 
course

i. Geoffrey Chaucer
ii. Edmund Spenser 

iii. William Shakespeare 
iv. John Donne
v. John Milton

vi. Alexander Pope

Dryden was the first to give to Chaucer (1340 -1400) the title ‘father of English poetry’ which 
has not been challenged throughout the development of English poetry. Chaucer has been read 
with interest for his humour and the characters who are still believed to be the human beings 
with whom we share the essentials of human nature and shall enjoy the universal popularity.   
Dryden writes in his preface to fables “… I hold him in the same degree of veneration as the 
Grecians hold Homer or the Romans Vigil. He is a perpetual fountain of good sense; learned in 
in all Sciences; and therefore, speaks properly on all subjects”. Chaucer is a realist who presents 
before us life as he sees it and does not shape it as it ought to be. He observes life and the world 
from a purely human point of view. For Arnold “it is by a large free sound representation of 
things, that poetry - the high criticism of life has truth of substance; and Chaucer’s poetry has 
truth of substance”. However, despite all the praise Arnold reserves for Chaucer, nevertheless 
he maintains that he is not one of the great world poets on account of his lack of high seriousness. 
G. K. Chesterton, a famous 20th century wit, disagrees with Arnold. Professor Langston Iowes 
also contends with Arnold in his remarks, “finally I'm not concerned about Chaucer’s alleged 
defect of the high and excellent seriousness which Aristotle attributes to the grand virtues of 
poetry”.  He believes that Chaucer is among those poets who teach by a delightfulness. Chaucer 
has been applauded for his humour and is believed to be the first great humourist in English 
literature. He has been gifted with the psychological insight and a tolerant view of the human 
limitations, the qualities which make him a satirist without a sting. His right range of humour 
does not let his readers to laugh with derision at his characters. 

They look at their weaknesses, corruption and even vices with charity and generosity. Chaucer’s 
world and men and women who inhabit this world is not utopian. It is a world in which we all 
live with human beings who are not ideal, imaginary and revolutionary and romantically 
conceived beings. The characters have hopes and fears like us. They have limitations like us and 
when we recognize the truth about them, we cease to be judges to execute justice but kind and 
generous to punish their weaknesses and levities with laughter.  Chaucer's language is free of 
any venomous attacks to produce hatred for his characters. He presents the truth of life not like 
a moralist who has become despaired of man's goodness. He is a reformer with charity. 
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Edmund Spenser (1552 – 1599) is another famous poet of English language who is called the 
poets’ poet on account of his contributions to English poetry and his influence upon the 
successive generations of poets. ‘The Faerie Queene’ is a masterpiece which won applause from 
his contemporaries and his successors. Besides this poem, Spencer wrote other poems of poetic 
excellence which were admired by the readers. His poem Shepherds’ Calendar published in 
1579 made Spenser to be declared and acknowledged as the poet of the highest rank. In other 
poems which won no less applause and readership for Spenser are Astrophel (1586); Your 
Hymns; Epithalmion (1595); Prothalmion (1596). Spenser has been a great influence on the 
English poets of all ages to deserve the title the poets’ poet given by Lamb. According to 
Compton Rickett, Spenser came at a crucial moment in English poetry.  He is the child of the 
Renaissance and reformation. After reading Spencer, Compton Rickett’s remark is justified that 
he is serious and sage like Milton and a humanist with sensuous beauty and southern romance. 
Spenser's poetry is the blend of high ideals, reformative sobriety with beauty, harmony and 
romance. He displays his metrical achievement, his rich imagination, his narrative skill, his 
moral outlook and his imagery, the qualities which truly justify the title ‘the poets’ poet’.

Spenser’s ‘The Faerie Queene’ is a masterpiece which no doubt has been criticized by some 
critics as having some technical limitations, but it continues to be held in reverence on account 
of multifarious poetic excellencies by poets and critics of all ages. Spenser’s Spenserian stanza 
is followed by the 19th century romantics and by poets of the successive centuries. Spencer is a 
classic poet of English on two accounts; first that we as readers may trace some influences of 
the antiquity in his poetry and second because of his undisputable excellences contributed to 
English poetry in both form and content.

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) received his early education at Stratford school. He left 
school probably at 15. At 18 married Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior. According to 
Compton Rickett, Shakespeare was of a literary genius whose work is universal in its appeal, 
but so little definitely known as a man of private citizen. We move in an environment of 
guesswork, illumined needed by a few occasional flashes of history. He, further, believes that 
much of Shakespeare's early life history is only conjecture. Shakespeare's biography we shall 
discuss in the unit on Shakespeare as a poet. Shakespeare had been married for years when he 
made up his mind to leave his native city and try his fortune in the great city of London. He was 
at the height of his dramatic area in 1601. Playwriting and other literary work brought him three 
hundred pounds which were raised to over thousand pounds a year. 

The period of Shakespeare's literary activity extends over 24 years - 1588 to 1612. Compton 
Rickett broke it up into four sub-periods. During the first period 1586 to 1594, historical plays 
were written. During 1591 to 1594, Shakespeare emerged as a poet. The second period -1594 to 
1600 showed Shakespeare as a better and refined dramatist adding to the list of his historical 
plays two more plays Henry IV (1597) and Henry V (1595). The comedies taming of the shrew 
(1595), The Merry Wives of Windsor (1598), Much Ado about Nothing (1599) and Twelfth 
Night (1600) were written during the second period. The majority of the sonnets were composed 
in 1594. The third period -1600 to 1608, in which his tragedies predominate, and it is in this 
period that Shakespeare reached the culmination of his power as a dramatist. The romances All 
is Well that Ends Well, Measures for Measures, Troilus and Cressida are essentially tragedies 
set in a key of forced comedy. They are rich in poetry but have a confused and unpleasant 
impression on the mind. The fourth period - 1608 to 1612 opens with tragedy, Anthony and 
Cleopatra (1608) and Coriolanus (1609). Shakespeare wrote Cymbeline (1610), The Tempest 
(1611) and the Winter's Tale in which he turns again to romance. The tragic period has left 
behind a legacy of spiritual power and imaginative subtlety. 

With reference to Shakespeare, in this study guide our focus will be the poet and his poetry. 
Shakespeare is a dramatist and his achievements in writing of various genres of drama will be 
discussed in your course based on classical drama. According to Herbert Grierson and J. C. 
Smith, “Shakespeare was also a poet perhaps in his early work more conscious of himself as a 
poet than as a dramatist, who was interested in effects which he must have known only a section 
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of his audience could fully appreciate. His poetry mainly consists in the form of sonnets, whether 
these sonnets are autobiographical and are the expression of the poet's personal experience of 
love like many love poets or it is the imagination transformation of his observations of other’s 
experiences into poetry has been a debatable issue for the readers and the critics of Shakespeare. 
Walter Raleigh agrees with Professor Dowden that Shakespeare sonnets express his own 
feelings in his own person. Raleigh comments “but these sonnets by general consent were 
private documents they were not intended by Shakespeare for our perusal but were addressed to 
individuals and every lover of poetry who has once read the sonnets knows that those who say 
that they care not the expression of his own feelings are untrue. It is this quality which makes 
them to hold their place with the greatest poetry in the world they are rich in metaphor and 
various in melody but the resources of arts have been subdued to the feeling that inspires them 
and have given us poems as simple and as moving as the pleading voice of the child”. 
Shakespeare’s sonnets are not destitute of passion and feelings which is an admitted fact by all 
those who love poetry and opine that good poetry is the expression of feelings without 
sensibility. They are the free expression of dramatic possibilities of life. Raleigh asserts that like 
Sidney, Spenser and Dryden, Shakespearean sonnets are unpredictable without taking into 
account the background which inspires the poet. He believes that Shakespeare desires to be 
remembered not for his style but for his love. He has been included in this study guide because 
he is a classic poet as well as a classic dramatist. His influence on the future sonneteers cannot 
be denied.

John Donne (1572-1631) was the pioneer of metaphysical poetry. He was a Roman Catholic by 
birth and his entire family was made to suffer on the account of not denouncing Roman Catholic 
faith. However, in his later life Donne deserted Catholicism and converted to Protestantism. 
Donne was, also, a clergy man and earned fame and repute owing to his unique eloquent style 
which was reflected through his powerful sermons.  He was a well read and well travelled man.  
His poetry expresses his knowledge and powerful skill of experimenting with the diction. His 
poetry is often written in conversationalist style and is highly argumentative in nature. He 
produced both love and divine poems. John Donne is chiefly famous for his metaphysical 
conceits where he ‘juxtaposes heterogeneous ideas’. His love and divine poem cover a vast 
spectrum of themes ranging from conjugal to divine love. His poems are written in fourteen 
lines which are customary of a sonnet. Donne used the Italian and the English models for writing 
his Holy Sonnets. The sonnet is a suitable form of expression for Donne’s argumentative style 
and rational discussions.

John Milton (1608-1674) was born in London and is one of the most universally acknowledged 
and acclaimed English poets. Milton exhibited a great love for learning right from his childhood 
which clearly revealed that he would accomplish a great repute and fame in his life. He was 
fortunate to have a very conducive learning environment at home as well as at school. Milton 
was trained in Latin, Greek, Hebrew and Italian. He was a true humanist in nature who 
emphasized on the need of logic and reasoning. He believed that human beings should be free 
to exert self determinism and free will. He was well versed in ancient and modern literatures of 
his times which often find its reflection in his poetry. He had a wide range of resources whether 
linguistic or intellectual at his disposal which are clearly reflected through his poetry. His 
masterpiece is ‘Paradise Lost’ which is the core text prescribed for this course. It is a long epic 
poem which presents a medieval them with Renaissance spirit. The aim of Milton was to justify 
God’s ways to man. Loftiness of ideas and sublimity of thought find their best representation in 
the ‘Paradise Lost’ which has a universal appeal because of its subject matter which deals with 
the first disobedience of man. Milton was greatly influenced by his predecessor Spenser’s work. 

Alexander Pope (1688-1744) was born in London. He was crippled at the age of twelve by a 
disease which left him a hunch back. It was an age of anti-Roman Catholicism and Pope was 
victimized on account of his faith in Roman Catholic sect and practice. He was mocked and 
laughed at especially by the womenfolk because of his appearance. In Pope's age the poets 
followed the Gracio Roman traditions. There were strict rules which the poets were expected to 
follow, and Pope mastered them more thoroughly and skillfully using them in his poetry. Pope 
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is considered as the greatest poet of the classical period. Professor Elton calls him ‘the Prince 
of classism’. He was intellectual, ambitious and industrious, the qualities that made him 
prominent among the literary figures of his age. The classical period which is also called 
Augustan age was very particular about the rules which governed poetry of that time. It was an 
age in which poetry was considered as an art and it was by hard work and skill that a poet could 
achieve fame and popularity. Pope despite many hardships achieved a place among the poets of 
English language which cannot be challenged. The most important of his earlier works is the 
Pastorals. His ‘Essay on Criticism’ was the poem which established him as a great poet. In 1712, 
Pope’s masterpiece ‘The Rape of the Lock’ was published. ‘The Rape of the Lock’ is the core 
text prescribed for this unit shall be discussed in the unit on Alexander Pope. It is written in 
imitation of the great epic Poet Homer. Pope has introduced a new concept of machinery-the 
spirits or the supernatural powers intervening in the human affairs. It is a satire on the 18th 
century society and its follies, levities, affectations and hypocrisy. Pope is the best representative 
of the neoclassical school of poetry.

1.5 Prescribed Texts for the Course
These are the prescribed core texts for the course. 

i. Chaucer: The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales 
Characters: The Knight, The Squire, The prioresses, The Friar, The Monk, 
Clerk of Oxford, Sergeant of Lawe, Doctor of Phisik, Wife of Bath, Poor Parson  

ii. Spenser: The Faerie Queene
The following stanzas from The Faerie Queene, Book 1, Canto 1
Stanzas no. 1-10 and 29-46

iii. Shakespeare: The following sonnets are included
Sonnet no. 1, 18,27, 60, 116

iv. Donne: The following Love Poems and Holy Sonnets
The Good-Morrow
The Sunne Rising
Lovers' Infiniteness
A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning
A Valediction: of Weeping
Thou hast made me, and shall thy work decay?
Death, be not proud

v. Milton: The following sections are included from Paradise Lost: Book 1
Argument (L. 1-26)
Satan’s First Speech (L. 84-124)
Satan’s Second Speech (L. 157-191)
Satan’s Third Speech (L. 242-270)

vi. Pope:   The Rape of the Lock
Canto: 1
Canto: 2
Canto: 3

Summary Points
i.  The term ‘classic’ has been used to convey various meanings in literature and art. 

ii.  Classic may be defined as something that is accepted as being of very high quality, one 
of the best of its kind, a typical example of something, something elegant but simple 
and traditional. 

iii.  It may also be defined as something of first rank and authority. 
iv.  With reference to art and literature, the term means Gracio- Roman models followed 

by the European artists. 
v.  The poets selected in this course or not strictly the imitations of ancient models. 

vi.  These poets and their works are acknowledged as the best representative of 
contemporary trends, classical standards and widespread popularity. 
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vii.  The term ‘classical’ suggests that the work has the qualities of order, harmony, 
proportion, balance, discipline and exhibits the qualities of ‘classicism’.

viii.  Neo-classicism is a term applied to English literature marked by the ideals and 
characteristics of the Greek and Roman works and were resurrected in the Renaissance. 

ix.  Neoclassical period in English literature ranges from 1660 - 1780. 
x.  The neoclassicist poets and literary theorists believed (i) poetry is like craftsmanship; 

(ii) the language of poetry is formal, dignified and elegant; (iii) metre is essential for 
poetry because it is what distinguishes poetry from prose; (iv) for poetry should base on 
good sense and reason and (v) it should be realistic and didactic.

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Define the terms classic, classicism and neoclassicism. Do you think they are   

interchangeable when applied to the poets prescribed for your study?
2. Can any of these terms be applied strictly to the poets prescribed as core texts?
3. Read the suggested readings to find out the difference of style, form and content between 

poetry of the 18th century and that of the 19th century. 
4. What is your opinion about the function of poetry? Should it delight or instruct us? 
5. What do you understand by the theory ‘art for art’s sake?’
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Overview
The unit deals with one of the greatest poets of English language Geoffrey Chaucer who 
belonged to both medieval and modern period. The unit has been divided into two major 
sections. The first one deals with the poet’s biography, his excellencies as a poet and the distinct 
features of his poetry while the other one deals with his masterpiece ‘The Prologue to the 
Canterbury Tales’ with special reference to his art of characterization. The unit concludes with 
the summary of the unit and self-assessment questions along with the suggested reading. It is 
hoped that the students shall read the context to get better understanding of the poet and his 
work

Objectives
After reading this unit, you will be able to 

i. know the salient features of the Middle Ages 
ii. bring out the status of English language during the 14th century 

iii. learn Chaucer’s contributions to establish English poetry to challenge the supremacy of 
Latin and French poetry 

iv. account for the reasons why Latin and French were considered more prestigious 
languages than English 

v. justify that Chaucer is the father of English language 
vi. comment on the statement that Chaucer is the first great humourist of English literature

vii. describe the social and religious conditions of England as reflected in the ‘Prologue to 
the Canterbury Tales’ 

viii. analyze how Chaucer makes his characters universal, that is, of all places and of all 
times

ix. explain how Chaucer employs satire to reform the clergy of his time 
x. justify that Chaucer’s satire makes the readers to love the characters in ‘The Prologue’ 

despite their limitations
 

Geoffrey Chaucer was the son of John Chaucer, a London vintner.  Chaucer’s date of birth is 
not exactly known. According to Pollard (year) he was born probably a little after 1340, Whereas 
Arthur Compton Rickett (year) says, ‘Most scholars fix it for 1340.’ This controversy, however, 
has nothing to affect Chaucer’s place as the father of English poetry. Chaucer would remain one 
of the greatest poets of English despite such issues. Chaucer is the representative of the 14th 
century England as Pope is of the 18th century English life and Tennyson of the Victorian era. 
Chaucer’s early life was spent in London and the experience and observations of this period 
have a lasting impression on the poet’s imagination. 

Besides other formative impressions, the life Chaucer lived in London is likely behind the 
versatile characters he has portrayed in the prologue. In 1357, Chaucer was appointed to the 
household of Elizabeth, countess of Ulster. Two years later, he was arrested by the French while 
he was on a military expedition to France. The King paid handsome amount as a ransom for 
Chaucer’s release. He was afterwards appointed as a personal attendant of the King and was 
called ‘a beloved Valet’. In the modern terms, we may call him a gentleman in waiting. His 
position was raised to Esquire and was assigned the job of entertaining the court and any 
strangers there come along. In this position Chaucer had a chance to develop his social qualities 
the reflection of which we may find in the characters portrayed and acumen with which he 
expressed his understanding of human nature. 

From 1370 to 1378, he was assigned diplomatic mission which provided him opportunities to 
go abroad and add to his social experience, the varieties of deeper human nature and insight into 
various cultures, attitudes and psychological patterns of behavior. The Italian influence 
especially affected his later literary work. In the last period of his life Chaucer lost his court 
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favours and his financial condition grew relatively poor. In 1389, however he was appointed as 
clerk of works but in 1391, he was suspended and lived the rest of his life on pension. It was 
almost in these later years that Chaucer wrote his great work ‘The Canterbury Tales’. Chaucer 
died in 1400 and was buried in Saint Bennett’s chapel in Westminster Abbey. 
The historians of English literature divided Chaucer’s work in three periods for convenience of 
the readers of Chaucer to understand how and under which influences Chaucer’s poetry evolved. 
It may help us also to identify the social and literary impacts which shaped the poet’s 
imagination and genius to create a great work like ‘The Canterbury Tales’. The three periods in 
which Chaucer’s writings are divided into include (i) The French Period (range ),(ii) The Italian 
Period (1372- 1384) and (iii) The English Period (1384 – 1390).
“Though it should always be remembered that he was nurtured on French literature and 
remained to a large extent French in his literary methods to the very end. Unlike longland he 
showed no liking for English alliterative verse; and despite his admiration for Italian Poetry, he 
refrained with one trifling exception from following their metrical patterns”. (Arthur Compton 
Rickett,1964 :P.)

1) The French Period
It was when Chaucer was esquire to Edward III, he first began to write and a prayer to Virgin, 
A, B, C; is declared by many to be his first poem. the other works of this period are Roman de 
la Rose; Compleynt to Pete; Book of the Duchess.

2) The Italian Period (1372- 1384)
This period covers Chaucer’s diplomatic missions abroad. Two of these missions were to Italy, 
Genoa, Pisa, Florence and Lambardy. It was the time of early Renaissance:  Petrarach, 
Boccaccio and Giotto, were the literary giants of the period. Chaucer was fortunate to have a 
chance to meet Petrarach in person and read the stories of Boccaccio. On his return he wrote 
Troilus and Creseyde which was founded on Boccaccio own ‘Filestrate’. Chaucer’s work was 
that he chastened just turned by English reticence and religious feelings. The other works written 
by Chaucer during this period include ‘The Story of Griselda’, ‘The Story of Constanci, ‘The 
Man of Law's Tale’, ‘The Compliant of Mars’, ‘The Compliant of his Lady’, ‘Parliament of 
Fowls’, ‘The House of Fame’, and ‘The Legend of Good Women’. 

3) The English Period (1384- 1390)
Some of the Canterbury tales were written during the earlier period but those most 
characteristically English were written at this time - those of The Miller, The Reeve, The Cook, 
The Wife of Bath, The Merchant, The Friar, The Nun,  The Priest and The Pardoner. The 
prologue was written in 1388. The number of translations and adaptations by Chaucer lead a 
reader to sometime miscalculate his gift of creative imagination. Emerson ( year ) calls Chaucer 
a huge borrower. However, Chaucer’s apology is worth noting when he says as mentioned by 
Emerson that what he takes has no worth where he finds it and the greatest where he leaves it. 

 2.1 The Age of Chaucer 
The study of the socioeconomic, religious and political conditions of the age are very important 
for the study of a literary artist. The spirit of the age plays a formative role in shaping the spirit 
and imagination of the literary artist. In some cases, this role is implicit while in others it is 
explicit. According to Hudson this is an interesting and fertile line of inquiry- the study of the 
literature of an age as the expression of its characteristic spirit and ideals. This does not mean 
that the writer’s creative imagination and genius is clouded by the representative elements of 
his work. The artist’s creative powers are reflected through his work which helps the reader to 
not only know about the age, though not as the historian gives a chronological record of various 
events of the age, the artist’s creative ability supplemented with the artist's personal expression 
and vision provides them with the universal instead of a particular image of the world in which 
the artist lives. We, as readers, are interested in the world - the writer’s world inhabited by 
people like us living in hopes and fears, joys and sorrows and psychological patterns. They are 
not different from us as far as the essentials of human nature are concerned. The study of 
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Chaucer’s ‘Prologue’ and ‘The Canterbury Tales’ shows the truth of what has been discussed 
in the above lines. 
Let us now briefly discuss the important events of the period ranging from 1340 – 1400, the 
representations of which we find in the ‘Prologue to Canterbury Tales’ which are the products 
of Chaucer’s true English genius as a poet. It is no exaggeration to say that anyone who is 
interested to know the history of 14th century England need not go for the chronicles, rather he 
should read Chaucer’s poetry. The ‘Prologue’ by some critics is called as the mirror of the 14th 
century England. It was the time when Edward III ruled over England. England grew to be a 
commercial country under the politics of the King to expand commerce and trade. The industries 
which flourished included shipbuilding, seafaring, wool and cloth. Chaucer’s age was the age 
of chivalry. Chivalry was a medieval virtue which Chaucer mentions in the character of the 
knight as, “Throuthe and honour, freedom and curteisie” (Line: 45). Black Death a pestilence 
broke like an epidemic in 1348- 1349 and claimed hundreds of lives making the towns desolate 
and graveyards populated. Historians report that nearly half of the population of London was 
swept away by the epidemic. The labour class evicted the places of their work due to the fear of 
plague. Labour became expensive and the government through the parliament passed statutes 
of 1351 and 1353 to check the exodus of the labourers from the country. These statutes restricted 
the working labour to continue their work at the places of work before the outbreak of plague. 
The powers of the Pope were curtailed by the parliament. England became more patriotic and 
the loyalty to the Pope’s order was overcome by a national spirit. 

The clergy of the days of Chaucer had grown corrupt which Chaucer satirized in the religious 
characters of the prologue. Besides Chaucer, Jhon Wycliffe raised a protest against the church 
and its corrupt ways. He challenged the superstitions that the priests had the supernatural 
powers. His participation in movement against the clergy caused him to be declared as heretic 
and was persecuted by the authorities. However, Wycliffe’s movement against the corrupt 
clergy won him the title ‘Morningstar of Reformation’. He emphasized that the scriptures should 
be taken as an authority of religion rather than the clergy who were misinterpreting the words 
of the Bible. His translation of the Bible into English turned out to be the landmark in 
understanding of the Christian doctrine by the masses and paved the way for the reformation - 
a movement which divided Christianity into the Roman Catholic and Protestant sects.

Moreover, 100 years’ war with France resulted in the spread of a national outlook. There was a 
spirit of patriotism that developed among the people a sense of pride to call them the English. 
Chaucer’s ‘The Prologue’ and ‘The Canterbury Tales’ established the English Language flexible 
enough to become the language of poetry. Chaucer proved the possibilities of the English 
language to banish from the English mind the prestigious position enjoyed by French, Italian 
and Greek. Another important event which took place in Chaucer’s times was the ‘Peasants’ 
Revolt’ in 1381. The revolt was the outburst of years long fermented discontent among the 
peasant class. Wycliffe and Jack Straw led the revolution. The immediate cause that roused to a 
revolt was the poll tax imposed in 1381. It was the first time that the working class became 
conscious of their power. 
2.2 Attitudes to Women
There were two contrasting attitudes towards women. The clergy's attitude towards women in 
the 14th century England was that woman had brought death and evil in the world and therefore, 
she should not be given a respectable position in the society. Their company should be avoided 
to keep oneself clean and virtuous. The courtly poets idolized women and believed their favours 
to be a great honour. In the prologue, Chaucer says of the squire
‘And born hym weel, as of so litel space,
In hope to stonden in his lady grace.’
L.87- 88
However, Chaucer’s description of the characters of the Prioress and the Wife of Bath are not 
portrayed as Angelic, they belong to the common stratum of society and exhibit the human 
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limitations and weaknesses. Such an attitude of Chaucer to women of his time shows realism 
and humanism. 
Chaucer’s characters in ‘The Prologue’ represent the various classes of men of that age who 
belong to a variety of professions. Chaucer’s knight represents the chivalry class while the squire 
represents the youth of the respected class. The Friar, The Prioress, The Monk, The Good 
Parson, The Pardoner and The Summoner belong to the clergy of the 14th century. The Doctor 
of Physics, The Sergeant of Law and the Host belong to the liberal professions of the time. The 
traders and merchant classes are represented through the characters of the trader and merchant. 
The feudal class is represented by the Franklin, the intellectuals are represented by the poet 
himself and the Oxfordian clerk. When we read the prologue, our imagination visualizes the life 
and men of the 14th century England. 
2.3 Chaucer’s Humour 
Chaucer is believed to be the first great humourist of English literature. If his place as the father 
of English poetry has not been challenged throughout the centuries, his humour mingled with 
his humanism would always entice the readers to enjoy the company of the pilgrims portrayed 
by Chaucer in the prologue. Doctor Johnson's statement in the preface to Shakespeare ‘that 
nothing can please many and please long but the just representation of the general nature’ holds 
true to Chaucer. It also encompasses Chaucer’s humouristic delineation of his characters without 
any malice or hatred despite their foibles and corruptions. Such a generous and good-natured 
treatment makes them lovable because they represent from first to last the general nature of 
mankind. They are like us showing the strengths and weaknesses as men and women. Chaucer 
recognizes this truth about human nature that man is both a Saint and a Sinner. It is this 
recognition which makes his humour free of malice and saturated with generosity. He is gifted 
with a lovely, patient and fresh outlook which delights him when he observes men committing 
foibles. He laughs at some of them secretly while at others openly. Chaucer’s good-natured 
laughter even does not spare him when he says, ‘my wit is short, Ye may well understand.’  

Chaucer’s humour is reformative and he is a social reformer who seems to have the aim to 
reform men and women by directing at them his satire and subtle use of irony. He does not pose 
to be a sermonizer to educate them by threatening and warning of the purgatory. Humuor is 
associated with laughter and Chaucer in the portrayal of his characters in the prologue does not 
laugh at them but with them. He has a wide range of humour from the tickling of the heart to 
the downright laughter. He amuses the reader by delicately pointing to the affectations of his 
characters. J.B. Priestley says of Dicken’s humour that it is essentially the humor of character 
which is true to Chaucer’s humour as well. His psychological insight and lifelong experiences 
and observations of human beings developed an attitude to see them as real not utopian. He 
satirizes his characters’ hypocrisy by using effectively the weapon of irony. He ridicules the 
corrupt clergy sometimes like a caricaturist. We cannot resist our laughter when he says of the 
knight
‘but for to tellen you of his array,
his hors was goode, but he ne was not gay.’
L. 73-74
The nun Prioress was so charitable and so pious that she would weep if she saw a mouse in a 
trap, if it were dead or bled, and small hounds she had whom she fed with roasted flesh. We 
cannot mistake Chaucer’s delicate irony in such descriptions of the clergy where they violate 
the teachings of the Bible. Here and elsewhere, we notice that Chaucer’s satire is without sting, 
rather mellowed with his love, tolerance and forgiveness. His is an amusement and laughter of 
an elderly father who looks at the children's follies not with irritation but with affection. 
Chaucer’s employment of irony is so delicate that the reader cannot be sure whether Chaucer is 
smiling or serious. However, his humour is so pervasive throughout the prologue and the 
Canterbury tales, that we identify the streaks of humour even in the characters of the knight, the 
Oxfordian clerk, the ploughman and the good parson. The undertone of skillful use of words 
removes our doubts and we begin to smile with amusement which is the poet's real intent. 
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Chaucer’s mild and generous attitude towards the follies of his characters does not eclipse his 
disapproval of the foibles and hypocrisy of man. He wants to reform the clergy but without any 
trace of hatred or anger. His attitude is of redemption not of damnation to the corrupt clergy. 
Chaucer is a humanistic social reformer who wants to reform through good natured humour 
causing even his victims some time to smile with tickling and some time to laugh with Chaucer 
at their own limitations and their follies. 
 
Let us now examine Chaucer’s humour with reference to psychological theories of laughter. 
There are two questions which the social psychologist would like to answer for understanding 
the psychology of humour. Firstly, what makes people to laugh? and secondly, what is the 
function of laughter in a society? Allied problem to these questions naturally would be to 
examine, could there be any uniform formula derived which helps us to believe that humour or 
laughter is a universal psychological phenomenon and a social behavioural pattern of all times 
and all places. Bergson quoted by Thouless (year) says that we laugh at a man slipping from a 
banana skin ‘because in falling under the action of gravity the man is behaving like an inanimate 
object matter instead of carrying out the purposive behaviour characteristic of a living being. 
The function of the laughter is to punish mechanical rigidity or clumsiness of behavior’. 
Bergson’s theory is that laughter is a social chastisement. When a man behaves in such a way 
that he breaches the normality practiced by the other members of the society, he is punished by 
laughter so that he may not repeat it. Certain kinds of awkwardness in social relationships are 
laughed at. This may be a simple and naive example which does not explain about the clownish 
antics and which are encouraged by the laughter of their audience and readers. This brings to 
classify humour in two kinds, humour of situation and humour of words. Chaucer’s humour in 
the prologue is mainly the humour of words because his aim is to portray men through the 
language and verbal description rather than create situations to delineate men’s preposterous 
and ludicrous behaviour. His emphasis is on the essentials of human nature and psychological 
truths about man’s behavioural patterns. 

Chaucer by giving readers the opportunity to laugh at the follies of men with him builds up a 
social group to cause a temporary cementing of social bonds within a group. This humour 
develops in a reader the feelings of concern and companionship with his characters rather than 
of alienation and estrangement. His humour is not the humour of derision rather it is of sympathy 
and a social affinity. Chaucer does not look for the Italian or French models for his satire and 
use of irony. His is the humour which is purely English and springs from the follies of his fellow 
countrymen whom Chaucer’s’ psychological insight makes universal. It is originality of his 
humour that makes him stand with his successors like Fielding and Shakespeare. 
 
2.4 Wit and Humour - 1846
Leigh Hunt describes Chaucer’s humour thus,  “The father of English poetry was essentially a 
modest man, he sits quietly in a corner, looking down for the most part and meditating; At other 
time eyeing everything that passes and sympathizing with everything; chuckling heartily at a 
just, feeling his eyes filled with tears of sorrow, reverencing virtue, and not out of charity with 
vice... Chaucer’s humour is of a description the most thoroughly delightful; for it is at once 
entertaining, profound and good natured... Chaucer’s comic genius is so perfect that may be said 
to include prophetic intimation of all that followed it... one of the characteristics is a certain 
tranquil detection of particulars, expressive of generals.” 
Chaucer’s humour does not spare even seemingly perfect characters like the Knight, the 
Oxfordian clerk and good Parson. We, as readers, cannot mistake the delicate and sly use of 
irony and humor that underlines the characters. Chaucer’s exaggerated account of their virtues 
make us feel how he laughs at them with love and tickles us with delight. He exhibits ‘mock 
seriousness’ drawing his portraits in the prologue which in the words of Arnold (1880) though 
lacks ‘the high and excellent seriousness’ which Aristotle assigns as one of the grand virtues of 
poetry, the substance of Chaucer’s poetry, his view of things and his criticism of life, has 
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largeness, freedom, shrewdness, benignity, but it has not the high seriousness, Homer’s criticism 
of life has it, Dante’s has it, Shakespeare’s has it”. This criticism has caused a controversy. 
There are critics who have defended Chaucer’s poetry against Arnold's view. 
2.5 Reflective Practice
You are required to reflect on various features of Chaucer’s poetry and write a detailed note to 
defend or refute Arnold's view. The following selected criticism may be helpful to do this 
practical assignment

a. “We all know that Matthew Arnold denied that the medieval poet possesses this high 
seriousness; but Matthew Arnold's version of high seriousness was often only high and 
dry solemnity.” G.K. Chesterton

b. “the poet who wrote the closing stanzas of Troilus and the Invocation to the virgin, in 
the prologue of the second nun ...he had to be sure no message. But his sanity, his 
soundness, his freedom from sentimentality, his balance of humorous detachment and 
directness of vision, and above all his humanity - those are qualities which give us to 
apply Arnold's own criterion, ‘what we can rest upon’. and we should be hard put it to 
name another poet with clear title to rank with those who in Philip Sidney's words, 
‘teach by a divine delightfulness’. (Professor Livingston Lowes)  

c. By ‘high seriousness’, Arnold means a sustained magnificence of artistic treatment in 
the most solemn and serious way on one side and an exclusive preoccupation with the 
supernal aspect of our existence, on the other.

d. Arnold’s concept of high seriousness is based on morality, sublimity and lofty style 
with a dignified language and aversion to the commonplace language.  

2.6 Chaucer’s Characterization 
Chaucer’s greatest contribution to English literature is his portrayal of characters. His art of 
characterization is based on his psychological insight into the human nature which renders his 
characters universality to make him stand next to Shakespeare in this field. ‘A medieval 
pilgrimage brought people of all ranks together in a combination of piety and holiday making. 
Thus his ‘moving frame’ enabled Chaucer to show us a cross section, almost complete of 
English life in the 14th century. All classes have representatives here except the highest and the 
lowest; And Chaucer delights in them all.’ (Herbert Grierson & J.C. Smith, 1962). Chaucer’s 
pilgrims represent the diverse professions of 14th century English society. These characters 
whether good or bad are the perfect specimens of the class to which they belong. The Knight 
and his son – the Squire represent the nobility of Chaucer’s time. The man of law, the doctor, 
the Oxford clerk and the poet himself represent the learned class of society who at the same time 
represent the liberal professions. The merchant, the shipmen represent the high commercial 
community. The Wife of Bath, Harbedesshere, Carpenter, Webbe, Dyere and Tapycer represent 
smaller traders. Agriculture and the peasant class is represented by the Miller and the 
ploughman. The clergy is represented by the monk, the prioress, the friar, the good parson, the 
summoner, the pardoner.

Chaucer’s characters on the one hand, art type characters who represent the 14th century of 
English society but they are individualized by Chaucer’s art through their dresses, speech, habits 
and tendencies. They are of all places and of all times. They are living beings not The Phantasms 
of the poet’s brain. We can meet them daily; common they are around us; they have changed 
only their dress. “Chaucer like Shakespeare transforms them from the particular to the general. 
They are humanized. These portraits strike a balance between character in the technical sense 
of the word and, the individual, a balance which preserves at once the typical qualities of the 
one and the human idiosyncrasies of the other. The interest of Chaucer’s picture lies in the 
distribution of light and shade, the depth as well as the range of the portraiture”. (Herbert 
Grierson and J.C. Smith, 1962). Chaucer’s range of humor, satire and irony does not spare even 
those characters who reflect more light than shade. He does not idealize such characters. The 
squire and the clerk are neutrally tinted characters who are drawn with a friendly hand. Chaucer 
smiles kindly at the ‘Squire’s love- insomnia’ and ‘the lean clerk’s lean horse’. In most of the 
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other portraits there is touch of satire, which grows more apparent as we descend the social 
scale. The lady Prioress is treated with amused deference; the well born monk is praised for 
accomplishments that his vows forbid. Of the professional men, the man of law gets off with 
one little guile:  
‘No wher so bisy a man as he ther nas,
And yet he seemed busier than he was.’
The doctor does not escape so easily; He is a bit of humbug, grounded in astrology, hand in 
glove with druggist and making a good thing out of plague:
He kept that he was in Pestilence. The Maniple and the Reeve, some steps lower in the scale, 
are handled with an irony mordant but subtle. With the Friar and the Wife of Bath, the Miller 
and the Shipman, Chaucer lets himself go freely, though he shows some indulgence even to 
these, remembering that they are of the people whose moral standards are not those of a small 
cultural class. The most imaginative lines in the prologue -
with many a tempest hadde his berd been shake -  
is given to the hard ruffian, the shipman. Only characters whom Chaucer thoroughly detests, 
and lashes unsparingly are those vermin of the church, the Summoner and the Pardoner. Over 
against these rascals stand the three figures whom he has idealized- the Knight, the Parson and 
the Ploughman". (Herbert Grierson and J.C. Smith)
The idealized characters are not presented as utopians. The mild satire and ironic touches do not 
confuse the readers and make them look for them in their own surroundings and fill them with 
uncertainty about there being real human beings with limitations. 
Grierson and Smith comment on Chaucer’s characters that they belong, no doubt, to their own 
age; But they are of all times. Their trades are universal, the liniments as Blake put it, ‘of 
universal human life, beyond which nature never steps. They are all with us today though they 
have never changed their names and costumes’.

Summary Points
i. Chaucer’s year of birth is not known. However, majority of critics believe that he was 

born in 1340. 
ii. Chaucer is called the father of English poetry because he established that English 

language had the potential and capacity to become the language of poetry.
iii. He is the first great humourist of English literature.
iv. The historians of English literature have divided Chaucer’s work in three periods: (i) 

The French Period; (ii) The Italian Period; (iii) The English Period.
v. Chaucer is the best representative of the 14th century England. 

vi. The critics believe that Chaucer’s prologue is the mirror of the 14th century England. 
vii. He is gifted with a lively, patient and fresh outlook which delights him when he 

observes the human weaknesses and limitations of the characters he has portrayed in 
the prologue.

viii. He satirizes his characters’ hypocrisy by using effectively the weapon of irony. His 
satire is without a sting. 

ix. The range of Chaucer’s humour is from tickling of the heart to the downright laughter. 
x. Chaucer’s characters are for all places and of all times. 

xi. Chaucer's attitudes towards the corrupt clergy of his time is not of hatred or derision. 
His is the purpose to reform the corrupt clergy which he performs through laughter. 

xii. Chaucer’s art of characterization is based on the psychological insight into the human 
nature which renders his characters universality. He stands next to Shakespeare in the 
art of characterization.

xiii. His characters, on one hand, are type characters who would represent the 14th century 
England society but they are individualized by Chaucer’s art through their dress, speech 
habits and tendencies.

xiv. Arnold’s remark about Chaucer that he lacks the high seriousness of a great poet 
engages the readers of Chaucer’s poetry to defend or refute Arnold’s comment. 
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Self -Assessment Questions

1. Read the text of the prologue and mark those lines where Chaucer has satirized the 
foibles of his characters with irony. 

2. Write a note to express your feelings about Chaucer’s characters, whether the poet's 
laughter is of hatred or love, illustrating from the text.

3. Ask yourself whether you understand the concept of universality in literature. Read the 
text for self-assessment. 

4. Which of the characters of the prologue do you like the most and why? 
5. Do you think if we use satire and irony to treat human follies with humor we can reform 

and purge mankind of these weaknesses?  
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Overview
The unit deals with one of the greatest poets of English language Edmund Spenser who belonged 
to the Elizabethan Age. The unit has been divided into two major sections. The one deals with 
the poet’s biography, his excellencies as a poet especially his diction and versification due to 
which he is called the ‘The Poet’s Poet’. The other deals with his masterpiece ‘The Faerie 
Queene’ with special reference to its allegoric meaning and debatable issues related to its 
interpretation. The unit concludes with the summary of the unit and self-assessment questions 
along with the suggested reading. It is hoped that the students shall read the context to get better 
understanding of the poet and his work.

Objectives
After studying this unit, you would be able to 

i. define the Renaissance and distinguish it from the preceding social political and 
religious movements 

ii. determine the influence of renaissance on English literature 
iii. explain why Spenser is called the ‘child of renaissance’
iv. justify the title ‘The Poet’s Poet’ for Spenser 
v. define Spenserian stanza and identify its use 

vi. define allegory and comment on the reason(s) why Spenser preferred to use it in Faerie 
Queene

vii. bring out the Renaissance, Medieval and Reformation elements in the Faerie Queene
viii. explain the allegorical meanings of The Faerie Queene 

ix. write a critical note on Spencer's diction and versification 
x. justify or refute the allegations that the versatile meanings of allegory have eclipsed the 

other beauties of the Faerie Queene.

Spenser was born in London in 1552. His father was a journeyman clothmaker with well-
established public relation, ‘of his mother, Elizabeth, nothing is known’. (Compton Rickett). 
Under the great Mulcaster, Spenser learned to ‘worship the English’, and made his first essays 
in verse with some translations from Marot and du Bellay. From 1569 – 1576 he was at 
Pembroke Hall, Cambridge, absorbing the New Learning, the split between Anglican and 
Puritan had already begun, Spenser took the Puritan side. In politics he attached himself to the 
party of Militant Protestantism of which Leicester was the head. (Smith & Gricrson)

It was at Pembroke College that he happened to become friend with Harvey and Edward Kirke. 
Harvey was a student of literature and he influenced Spenser in his interest in literature. 
However, it was feared that Spenser’s power would be eclipsed by Harrey’s pedantic suggestion 
and did not let Spenser grow freely in his approaches to literature. Spenser left Cambridge after 
obtaining his degree and stayed with his relatives at Lancashire where he fell in love with a lady 
‘who figures as Rosalind in much of his future works. She disdained the poor poet but instead 
of this disappointment deriving him to despair it made him to make fresh efforts’ (Compton 
Rickett). On Harvey’s advice he went back to London where he was introduced to Earl of 
Leicester by Harvey. The Earl was impressed by Spenser and appointed him on a secretarial 
assignment. Spenser’s stay at Leicester house where he had an opportunity to meet with great 
people from various walks of life. It was here that he met with Sir Philip Sydney and cultivated 
a lifelong friendship with him. Under the influence of aristocratic culture, Spenser’s ambitions 
to become a great literary figure made him take his poetic career seriously. In 1579, his 
Shepheard’s Calendar was published which forced the contemporary poets and readers of poetry 
to acknowledge him a poet of the highest rank. Drayton declared ‘Master Edmund Spenser has 
done enough for the immortality of his name had he given us his The Shephards Calendar a 
masterpiece if any’. The Faerie Queen, Spenser’s masterpiece which won him the title ‘The 
Poet’s Poet’ by Charles Lamb shadowed the significance of the Shephards Calendar. Besides 
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these two poems, there were poems which did not add much to the poet’s poetic achievement. 
These poems include 

1. Colin’s Cloud Come Home Again, published in 1595  
2. Complaints, Nine Miscellaneous Poem appeared in early 1591  
3. Daphnaida An Elegy, 1592
4. Epithalamion, 1595 
5. Prothalmion, 1596
6. Astrophel – an arcadian elegy on Sir Philip Sidney’s death, 1596

Spenser died on January 16 in 1599 at the early age of 47. 

3.1 Renaissance 
According to the Penguins dictionary of literary terms the original meaning of the Italian 
‘reinaseiento’ for those who actually took part in it was the rebirth of classical Greek and Latin 
literature. The term is commonly applied to the historical period which follows the Middle Ages, 
but when the Middle Ages ended and when the Renaissance began, the term has been a source 
of much debate. A long-accepted view was that renaissance began in the later half of the 14th  
century and that it continued throughout the 15th and 16th century and perhaps even later. In 
order to make the issues known more manageable, historians have identified periods within the 
period, hence early, middle, high and late renaissance. 

Italy is customarily taken as the starting place of the Renaissance, but authorities differ in 
ascertaining the period to when the movement began in Italy. So far as literature is concerned 
some believe that it was 14th century while others prefer 13th century. J.A Cuddon, the compiler 
of Penguins dictionary holds the opinion that it may be the attempts to identify a beginning to 
the Renaissance are not particularly helpful or fruitful. Broadly speaking it may be said that 12th 

and 16th centuries’ man's opinions about the nature and structure of the universe and the role of 
man in it brought profound and far-reaching changes. A survey of the achievements in literature, 
art, science, philosophy and other branches of knowledge between twelve and sixteen centuries 
reveals stupendous creative and intellectual activity. 

The 15th century dawned upon an England that had outlined the energizing idealism of the 12th 
century which had been adversely affected by the 100 years’ war with France. The sterility of 
English literature after Chaucer testifies the loss of vitality. The loss, however, turned out to be 
the harbinger of a rise in all fields of knowledge. Though unlike Italy which was on fire of the 
new sunrise, it was still for England merely a streak of light up on the horizon, the political and 
religious forces were a stumbling block to the pace of the revival of intellectual and creative 
activity Caxton’s innovative contribution in the art of printing throughout renaissance to 
England and ‘the great nobles of the day, no less the monarchs were stung with the desire of 
knowledge. Thus, the Renaissance movement in London begins with the publication of English 
masterpieces awakening in the minds of the people a sense of their national life. Then, with the 
arrival of the Tudors the dawn broadened into sunrise (Compton Rickett). 

3.2 English Poetry in Earlier Renaissance
‘The poetry of the earlier renaissance has all the freshness and vigour of a youthful race. The 
poetry of the age opens with the publication of a volume known as Tottle’s Miscellany (1557). 
This book contains the verse of those ill-fated courtiers Sir Thomas Wyatt and Earl of Surrey 
and marks the first English poetry of the Renaissance’ (Compton Rickett). Thomas Wyatt who 
was born in 1503 entered Saint John’s college Cambridge at the age of 12 and got his degree at 
the age of 15 he was gifted with multifaceted qualities. Wyatt was a fine linguist, an agreeable 
musician, and a swordsman, a brilliant talker, had the admirable skill of using words. His friend 
and disciple Henry Harvard, Earl of Surrey was born in 1517. According to Compton Rickett), 
he was more hot blooded than his friend, he was continuously getting into trouble as a young 
man and made several visits to the Fleet Prison. His whole career was a chequered one, in 
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fighting, sonneteering and restring he spent his days and fell at last a victim to Henry's arbitrary 
power being beheaded on a pretext of treason in 1547.

Thomas Wyatt modeled his work on the Italian models. He wrote songs madrigals, sonnets, 
elegies which reflected his attempts on metrical experiments. There was a touch of grace and 
fantasy even if they were occasionally imitative. Surrey was though disciple of Wyatt; his 
sonnets were more effective than those of his mentor. Wyatt was follower of Petrarchan model. 
Surrey modified the form which Shakespeare seized upon in his sonnet sequence. The 
Petrarchan form is perhaps the most impressive, the modified English form the more expressive 
(Compton Rickett). Translation of Aeneid by Surrey is the first example of blank verse in 
English. Surrey’s use of blank verse was not sonorous like Marlowe’s blank verse, but it proved 
to be the first step towards a form of literature in which Elizabethans wrote their greatest works. 
Spenser and Shakespeare owe to both Wyatt and Surrey for the glory of English poetry. The 
personal note in English poetry was first marked in Wyatt and Surrey. Poetry at this time was 
still conventional and lacking lucidity of expression. It was marked by the individual and 
personal tone. 

Sir Philip Sidney born in 1554 was late for the early renaissance. He was a very important and 
influential literary figure of the Renaissance. His literary work was produced between the years 
1578 and 1582. Though nothing was published till after his death. His defense of poetry against 
the attack of Puritans - Apologie for poetry was written in 1591. In the words of Compton 
Rickett ‘less brilliant than Marlowe, less witty than Lyly, inferior to Spenser in glamour and 
excelled by many contemporary song writers in deftness of fancy, he has produced a body of 
work which for its versatile excellence places him in the foremost rank of his time’. Sidney was 
gifted with a quick and sensitive imagination which helped him to bring out the soul of the song. 
In his own words ‘it is not mimicry and versing that maketh a poet, no more than a long gowne 
maketh an advocate, who he pleaded in armour should be an advocate and no soldier’. In this 
sense Sidney is on the side of those critics who believe that verse/rhyming is not imperative for 
poetry. It is this concept, which has culminated in the popularity of ‘Prose Poem’ in the modern 
times. Sidney met with controversial criticism. There were some cities who admired him and 
held him equal to Spenser while for others he was believed to be cold and artificial. Compton 
Rickett in ‘A History of English Literature’ writes about Sidney that he was a man of exquisite 
culture with a delicate palate for all that is fine in literature, he knows precisely what to say but 
lacked at times the executive power to say it in the right way. This is largely due to want of 
experience in writing; and his later verses are greatly superior to his earlier efforts.’

3.3 Spenser and Renaissance 
“An over-faint quietness”, wrote Sir Philip Sidney in 1582, “should seem to strew the house for 
Poets”. Hitherto the scholar and courtier had ruled the domain of fantasy with pleasing and 
graceful though not very vital results, but the words no sooner uttered than a force came into 
poetry that speedily dispersed the ‘over-faint-quietness’, Spenser came at a crucial moment in 
English Poetry. (Compton Rickett) The antagonistic forces of Italy and Germany were first 
overcome by Surrey’s blank verse and then by the united forces of Spenser’s Puritanism and 
artistic excellence defeated the antagonism. 

3.4 Spenser the Child of Renaissance and the Reformation
On one side we may regard him with Milton as ‘the Sage and Serious Spenser’, on the other he 
is ‘the humanist alive to the fingertips with the sensuous beauty of the Southern Romance’ 
(Compton Rickett). His masterpiece The Faerie Queene reveals a combination of Spenser’s 
sobriety, chastity and sensitivity – the qualities that made him one of the greatest poets of 
English. Spenser's poetry is the blend of high ideals, reformative sobriety with beauty, harmony 
and romance. The successive generation of poets reflect in one or the other form their debt to 
Spenser due to the reconciliation with the mediaeval and modern world. Spenser's metrical 
achievement, his rich imagination, his narrative skills and moral outlook and his imagery are 
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the qualities which have influenced the future poets. On account of these factors, Spenser 
deserves Lamb’s remark that he is the Poets’ poet1. If Chaucer is the father of English poetry 
Spenser would rightly be the second father. In his own day he influenced a large number of 
verse writers of more or less power. Cowley and Dryden at a later period testified to his inspiring 
influence as a literary artist; Milton paid him warm tribute; And even Pope whose poetic faculty 
is so different in kind from that of the Elizabethans admitted to the compelling magic. The 
indebtness of Keats and Tennyson is easily comprehensible; But the most significant testimony 
to the greatness of this romantic puritan lies in the power he wields our versifiers so alien in 
imaginative vision as Dryden and Pope… Lesser heights dwindle and melt into the horizon as 
we pass through the centuries. Spenser like Shakespeare still stands up sharply and distinctively 
against the Sky; intervening hills of minor importance may have shut him off from those of us 
in the plain, but ascend any of our own heights — Browning, Tennyson and William Morris – 
and we see him at once.

Limitation he had of course; the splendour of Shakespeare is beyond his grasp, and the fine 
austerity of Milton. But no poet in any age or clime had a richer and fuller sense of sensuous 
loveliness than he, or a more masterly command of the resources of rhythmic music and pictorial 
phrasing such as would reveal this loveliness in words” (Compton Rickett).

Dryden has pointed out that Spenser lacks the unity of design in his Faerie Queen, especially 
with reference to unity of action. ‘He raises up a hero for every one of his adventures; and 
endows each of them with some particular moral virtue; which renders them all equal without 
subordination or preference.’ A Discourse concerning the Origin and Progress of Satire (1693): 
Hughes, after admiring Spenser for his imagery, description and poetic excellence criticises him 
for some of his weaknesses. He seems to agree with Dryden when he says “the several books 
appear rather like so many several poems than one entire Fable. Each of them has its peculiar 
knight and is independent of the rest; and though some of the persons make their appearance in 
different books yet this has very little effect in connecting them. These are the most obvious 
defects in the Fable of the Faerie Queene. 

The want of unity in the story makes difficult for the reader to carry it in his mind, and attracts 
too much attention to the sensual parts of it; And indeed, the whole frame of it would appear 
monstrous if it were to be examined by the rules of epic poetry. But it is plain the author never 
designed it by these rules, I think it ought rather to be considered as a poem of a particular kind 
describing in a series of allegorical adventures and episodes, the most noted virtues and vices; 
To compare it therefore with the models of antiquity, would be like drawing a parallel between 
the Roman and the Gothic architecture’. Upton (1758) contradicted both Dryden and Hughes in 
these words ‘In every poem there ought to be simplicity and unity. And in the epic poem the 
unity of action should never be violated by introducing any ill-joined and heterogeneous parts. 
This essential rule seems to me strictly to have followed; for what story can well be shorter, or 
more simple, than the subject of this poem.’ [… ]“This fable has a beginning, a middle and an 
end. The beginning is, the British Prince saw in a vision the Faerie Queene and fell in love with 
her: the middle, his search after her, with the adventures that he underwent; the end, his finding 
whom he sought.”

According to Hurd if Spenser's masterpiece is judged by the classical models it may appear 
disorderly but if we judge it by Gothic original it appears regular. He emphasises on praising or 
dispraising depends on the standard and model we choose for the purpose. “The Faerie Queene 
then as a Gothic poem, derives its method, as well as other characteristics of its composition 

1 Herbert Grierson, J.C. Smith mention Leigh Hunt as the inventor of this phrase. ‘The so called ‘School of Spenser’ faded 
out in the generation after his death; but in a wider sense all later poets have been his scholars. Leigh Hunt was well 
inspired when called Spenser Poet’s Poet’. 
A Critical History of English Poetry (1962: 77)
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from the established models an idea of chivalry”. Hurd – Letters on Chivalry and Romance 
(1762). The reader would therefore, find a blend of the classic with his own expedient. His own 
was to break up with the one story into several and the other which he borrowed from the classics 
was that the fable has one superior character Prince Arthur whose presence can be envisioned 
throughout, Hurd however does not justify this blend and holds it injudicious. “And if this was 
his design, I will venture to say that both his expedients are injudicious. Their purpose was to 
ally two things in nature incomparable, the Gothic and the classic unity.” – (Hurd) He, however, 
does not object if they are blended in the model story which Spenser has done. “The conclusion 
is that, in an allegorical poem, the method of the Faerie Queene is governed by the justness of 
the model.” (Hurd)

Despite limitations Spenser's greatness as a source of inspiration has suffered no decline. The 
critics believe him to, deserve the title ‘The Poet's Poet’, and ‘the Prince of Poets in his time’. 
The poetic faculty and the artistic excellence of Spenser was acknowledged even by those poets 
who occupy a universal applause. Poets like Lodge and Drayton called him, ‘learned, revered 
and excellent’. The imagery or pictorial quality of his words and the metrical achievement of 
Spenser's poetry took his contemporaries by surprise after the publication of his masterpiece 
‘The Faerie Queene’. Later critics like Cambell, Hazlitt, Cobridge, Liegh Hunt, Russel Lowell, 
are a few names that place Spenser on a pedestal which can be achieved only by poets of 
extraordinary poetic powers and sonority of language. If Chaucer had the credit to make the 
English language fit for poetry Spenser has the credit of making it melodious and sweet. 

Campbell admires Spenser for his imagery and words in these words, “Spenser's command in 
imagery is wide, easy and luxuriant. He threw the soul of harmony into our verse, and made it 
more warmly, tenderly, and magnificently descriptive, than it ever was before or, with few 
exceptions than it has ever been since. (Essay on English poetry - 1879). According to Hazlitt, 
the love of beauty, however and not of truth, is the moving Principle of his mind; And he is 
guided in the fantastic delineation by no rule but the impulse of an inexhaustible imagination.” 
Compton Rickett says, “His is a rich ornate imagination; Yes, it rarely becomes turbid and 
oppressive... It is a thing of prismatic colouring, reflecting the white light of common day in 
delicate rainbows hues”. The images we come across in our reading the Faerie Queene are so 
richly and vividly presented by Spenser that we not only see them but also share the feelings of 
the imagist which are associated with the word painting. The images of the grove and stanzas 
7-9 Book-I are a beautiful blend of visual and auditory imagery. No reader can miss the pleasure 
and satisfaction when he shares with the poet he describes the birds sweet harmony and... “The 
trees so straight and high”; Spenser uses rhythm and words instead of colour and form. The 
stanzas 14 to 27 describing the dragon, its cave and the fight between the knight and the dragon 
are so vividly presented by the rich and fertile imagination of Spenser that we feel ourselves 
with the ‘Ladie Mild’ sharing with her the mixed feelings of joy and fear. 

3.5 Diction and Versification
“Spenser like great artists felt the form in pressure of his time conditioning his writing.” (Sir 
Ifor Evans - a short history of English literature) Spenser wanted to be a great poet and he was 
conscious of this desire from the very onset of his very career. He was imbued with the national 
and patriotic duty to make English a fine language and create great poetry which could occupy 
a place among Virgil and Homer. Spenser was the first conscious inventor of a distinct poetic 
diction. “Whatever may have when the complexity of these aims he remained an artist. Words 
fascinated him, their shape and colour, and above all their rhythmical arrangement. (Sir Ifor 
Evans) In the realisation of his dream, he looked beyond the court to the people, the language 
of the court was artistically mixed with the language of the street which made his language 
flexible and homely. It was the language in which the common man expressed his faith, his 
superstitions, simple desires and problems. In times when Latin was the prestigious language 
which even the English writers used and felt proud for mixing Latin with the English language 
of Spenser's time, Spenser's love for classic models and courtly language mixed with the national 
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language rendered flexibility, sweetness and lucidity to his poetic style. He, however, faced 
some critics who pointed out some weaknesses like looseness and repetition in his style. Ben 
Johnson’s Phrase that, ‘Spenser writ no language’ is supported by adverse criticism of Spenser’s 
diction. Such critics censure him of using no artificial diction made up of foreign words and 
miscellaneous archaism’. Despite criticism the reader would find the crudities of the common 
day speech were filtered by the poet   to make them judicially selected to serve the purpose of 
making it suit the person and subject. His diction shows that Spenser has used ‘poetic licence’ 
when he alters the function of the syntactic categories (the parts of speech) and the syntax as the 
case demands. Some critics would like to assert “in this way he created a Royal style - beautiful, 
flexible and magnificent”.

His versification is alone, the most smooth and the most sounding in the language. It is a 
labyrinth of sweet sounds, ‘in many a winding bout of linked sweetness long drawn out’. (Hazlitt 
– Lectures on English Poets). Coleridge in his lectures (1875) admires Spenser in his remarks 
“as characteristic of Spenser, I would call year particular intention in the first place to the 
indescribable sweetness and fluent projection of his verse, very clearly distinguishable from the 
deeper and more interwoven harmonies of Shakespeare and Milton”. Leigh Hunt (1844) 
considers Spenser as a pure poet and says that ‘Spenser's great characteristic is poetic luxury ... 
His forced rhymes, and his sentence is written to fill up, which in a less poet would be intolerable 
are accompanied with such endless grace and dreaming pleasure” (Imagination and fancy:1844). 
In comparison with great poets like Shakespeare and Dante, he lacks their greatness, no doubt, 
but he is gifted with fancy which when he combines with the music and sweetness of his verse, 
he draws the reader to dream like fairy land. We as readers forget his status in the pleasure of 
his musical word pictures. 

Spenser's innovative contribution to the art of versification is Spenserian stanza. It consists of 
nine iambic lines, the first eight are pentameters and the last is hexameter or alexandrine. 
Alexandrine in French Prosody is a line of 12 syllables and known as Tetrameter. The equivalent 
in English is the iambic hexameter. The suggestion that Spenser has borrowed it from the Italians 
is unanimously refuted by the majority of critics. However, some advocates of the originality of 
Spenser’s contribution think that Chaucer’s octavarima might have suggested the idea. Spenser 
added a line to it and made it a nine-lined stanza. the addition of this one line has changed the 
music of the whole stanza, the power is increased, the rhythm and caesura2 all other lines have 
been changed and the stanza becomes a new whole.

There are, however, some critics who opine that Spenserian stanza is not fit for a narrative poem 
like the Faerie Queene. The progress and the smooth flow of the story is interrupted by regular 
intervals because of the poet’s use of Caesura and Alexandrine. They believe that in a good 
narrative poem the story should be made to progress without being arrested by such musical 
devices as used by Spenser. The other school of critics admires the rhythm which suits the 
pictorial and musical faculties of Spenser. Spenserian stanza is employed by Thompson in the 
Castle of indolence, by Keats in ‘the Eve of St. Agres’, by Shelley in ‘The Revolt of Islam’ and 
Byron in ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’. these are a few names quoted from the list of English 
poets who have used this stanza in their poetry. Herbert Grierson and J.C Smith admit that many 
later poets have used the Spenserian stanza but ... “It is not a perfect measure for narrative; 
stanzaic measure is certainly not one so heavily weighed at its close; but for description and 
meditation it is hard to surpass”. The effect is cumulative; the verse of the Faerie Queene has 
been compared to a sea that rolls in wave after wave, each 9th wave breaking higher than the 
rest”. 

One thing which we as students of literature should bear in mind that a literary artist, though 
idolised by his contemporaries and the succeeding generation of poets and critics becomes more 

2 A break or pause in a line of poetry dictated by the natural rhythm of the language and /or enforced 
by punctuation. (Penguins Dictionary of literary terms)
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or less the victim of the changing trends in literature and art by the passage of time, Spenser is 
not an exception. The 20th century critics and historians do point out weaknesses both in the 
form and content of Spenser's work. Herbert Grierson and J.C Smith in ‘A Critical History of 
English Poetry’ write that “the so called ‘school of Spenser’ faded out in the generation after his 
death; but in a wider sense all later poets have been his scholars”. C.S Lewis observed in the 
Allegory of Love (1936): “Misconceptions about the real merit and limitation of Spenser's 
genius have led to the present neglect. The very phrase 'Poet’s Poet’ is taken to have an intensive 
force and the phrase is interpreted on the analogy of ‘Holy of Holies’”. Readers trained on such 
a conception open their Spenser expecting to find some ‘quintessential’ in the lowest and 
obvious sense of the word - something more mellifluous than Shakespeare's sonnets, more airy 
than Shelley, more swooningly sensuous than Keats, More dreamlike than William Morris, and 
then what meets their eye is something prosaic, the reader excusably throws the book away”. 

One important thing which the students of literature must know that study of literature does not 
aim at preparing the student to side with one or the other critic while evaluating or appreciating 
a piece of literature. One basic purpose of literature is to develop a critical thinking in the 
students. We expect from our students that they should develop the skill of analysing and 
interpreting the texts which they study during their courses. 

3.6 Faerie Queene - an Allegory  
 ‘The term derives from Greek allegoria, ‘speaking otherwise’’. As a rule, an allegory is a story 
in verse or prose with a double meaning: a primary or surface meaning, and a secondary or under 
the surface meaning. It is a story therefore, that can be read, understood and interpreted at two 
levels (And in some cases at three or four levels). It is thus related to the fable and the parable. 
the form maybe a literary or pictorial (or both as in emblem books). An allegory has no 
determinate length. 
(Penguins Dictionary of literary terms). Note: the students are suggested to read the subsequent 
paragraphs p.20-22 to understand the terms allegory, fable and parable.

3.7 Why Spenser Chose to Write the Faerie Queene as an Allegory
We can find the answer to this question in his letter to Sir Walter Religh, “Sir, knowing how 
doubtfully all allegories may be construed and this book of mine, which I have entitled the Faerie 
Queene, being a continued allegory, or dark conceit, I have thought good as well for avoiding 
of jealous opinions and misconstructions, as also for your better light be reading thereof, (Being 
so by you commanded) to discover that to you the general intention and meaning, which in the 
whole course thereof I have fashioned without expressing of any particular purposes or by 
accidents therein occasioned. The general end therefore of all the books is to fashion a gentleman 
or noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline’. Besides the moral purpose to write the Faerie 
Queene, Spenser chose the form of allegory because of the social political and the religious 
conditions of England. Elizabethan age in its early days was an age of transition and revolution. 
The English nation like all the nations that pass through a transitional phase was characterised 
by confusions and doubt. the clergy was indecisive whether to side with the Reformation or 
remain stuck with the Catholic tradition. Politically, Machiavellian philosophy influenced the 
power circles and the revolutionary dietrine was replacing the mediaeval chivalric traditions. 
Spenser's vision of life in such condition was also confused. Spenser had the plan to make the 
Faerie Queene as a representative work of the age. He therefore, fused these opposite trends in 
his masterpiece. He adopted the allegory form for reconciling these antagonistic elements. The 
students are advised to identify these elements in their reading of the core text.                   

1. The Renaissance element:
a. Renaissance literature was directie.
b. Renaissance spirit was the spirit of exploration. 
c. In literature exaggeration, diffuseness and prolixity were the disasters of 

age.
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2. The Mediaeval element:
a. The spirit of chivalry. 
b. Arthurian romances. 
c. Technique of the romance especially in plot making; using the romance 

situation as some symbols. 
d. The Fusion of the mediaeval with the Renaissance. 

3. The Reformation element:
a. the Fusion of the Renaissance ideals of virtue with those of the Protestant 

Christianity. 

3.8 The Meaning of Allegory in the Faerie Queene
 Spenser’s letter to Raleigh and the title of the poem itself shows that its main purpose was 
didectie and the mode chosen for affecting this purpose was the allegorical. The principle that 
instruction and not mere amusement is legitimate in poetry was laid down a new by Sidney in 
his Apologie for poetrie, almost at the very time when Spenser commenced its practical 
realisation in the composition of the Faerie Queene (The Faerie Queene book one with 
introduction and notes by H.M.Percivel (1960) ). To Spenser as to Sidney the true end of poetry 
was delightful teaching. He meant the Faery Queen to be a textbook of morals and manners for 
noble and gentle persons couched in the delightful form of chivalric romance (Grierson, J.C 
Smith -)

Allegory in the Faerie Queene has been interpreted variously by the critics. We have followed 
that interpretations which are generally accepted. 

In his letter to Raleigh he says, “the first of the knight of the Red Crosse, in whom I express 
holiness”. Holiness which is the love of God, Unites itself to truth, which is the one, the 
unchangeable, common, the ever beautiful knowledge of God, in order to affect the spiritual 
deliverance of the human race from bondage to the devil. The union between holiness and truth 
is natural. Without truth - the knowledge of God, holiness - Love of God cannot be an active 
force which needs to be triumphant over the agents of devil. Error therefore, is the first to be 
encountered and defeated by the United force of holiness and truth.  Hypocrisy the disguised 
agent of the devil also vanquishes before union of love and knowledge. In Canto-I the Faerie 
Queene Spenser shows the fight between the Red Crosse Knights and the dragon, that is, error. 
It is interpreted as triumph of Protestantism over Roman -Catholicism. In Canto-II Spenser 
presents victory of holiness over infidelity but later on is united to falsehood. At the end of book 
1, the unity of design of the allegory established by the liberation of the human race from the 
usurping tyranny of the devil. 

In his letter to Raleigh, Spenser identifies Prince Arthur with ‘magnificence’ having in mind the 
Aristotlian virtue - greatness in action common character and power associate these qualities 
with the traditional Arthur of romance. The character is the symbol of heavenly grace which 
rescued reformation against the odds. The character of Archimago represents hypocrisy and 
cunning of the Roman Catholic Church. Una stands for truth while the dwarf symbolises 
prudence. some interpreters of allegory of Canto I identify una with Anne Boleyn, the mother 
of Queen Elizabeth as the Royal champion of Protestantism. In later cantos of book 1 Spenser 
shows The Red Cross knight in the dungeon of orgoglio which means the reformation in 
jeopardy. The seven headed beast symbolises the Pope who is Antichrist. Seven heads represent 
the Roman Catholic States and Prince Arthur’s clearing one of the heads is the end of Roman 
Catholicism in England. The adventures of St. George in The Cave of despair is identified with 
the discouraging and desperate condition of both the Church of England and Queen Elizabeth's 
ascension to the throne. The final conflict between the dragon and the Red Cross knight 
establishes the final breakup of England with the Church of Rome.      

On account of the confusion to which some critics think the poem may lead when the readers 
look for the meaning of allegory of the Faerie Queene. They seem to shadow the other beauties 
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of the poem under the shadow of difficulty to interpret the allegorical meaning of this 
masterpiece of Spenser. Hazlitt defends the poem and its charm and beauty despite the confusion 
in determining what the poem actually means: “but some people will say that all this may be 
very fine, but they cannot understand it on account of the allegory. They are afraid of the allegory 
as if they thought it would bite them: they look at it as a child looks at a painted dragon and 
thinks it will strangle them in its shining folds.  If they do not meddle with the allegory, the 
allegory will not meddle with them.” Herbert Grierson and J.C. Smith do not agree with Hazlitt 
when he takes the moral allegory so lightly. According to them “the moral allegory is the 
backbone of the poem, without which it would fall into a heap of disjointed episodes”. 

 It is true that if readers look for a coherent system of moral or spiritual philosophy in their 
reading of the poem, they may be disappointed, but they would surely feel themselves 
compensated by the noble sentences with which the poem is sprinkled. Moreover, the reader 
cannot choose to set aside the poem in his disappointment when he comes across the music an 
emotional excitement which pervades the poem. H.M.Percival’s Remark that “the Frost of the 
allegory that may have benumbed the imagination of the reader vanishes in an instant before the 
glow of romance in the Faerie Queene. Stories of the Knight with magic sword and shield, ladies 
armed with the still more potent magic of beauty, human forms with superhuman powers, castles 
and palaces, forests and lakes, with all their natural terrors or beauties heightened by 
enchantment, giants and dwarfs, fire breathing dragons and winged horses place us in a charmed 
sleep in which we lose both power and desire to reason and analyse to ask where we are, or what 
it all means”. Spenser draws the reader to a state of what Coleridge says ‘the willing suspension 
of disbelief which constitutes the true poetic faith’.

Summary Points 
i. Renaissance was an Italian term, which meant rebirth of classical Greek and Latin 

literature. 
ii. Thus, the renaissance movement in London began with the publication of masterpieces 

which awakened a sense of national life. 
iii. Historians have divided the movement into early, middle and high renaissance. 
iv. Spenser is the child of the Renaissance and Reformation. 
v. On account of his contributions to English poetry and the influence he cast on the 

successive generations of poets is called ‘The Poet’s poet’.
vi. Spenser's diction is the artistic mixture of the language of the court with the language 

of the street which made Spenser’s the language homely and flexible. 
vii. His versification made the English language smooth and melodious. 

viii. Spenser mixes music and sweetness with fancy which draws the reader to a fairyland.
ix. His greatest contribution is the innovative Spenserian stanza which was followed by the 

later generations of poets. 
x. There are some critics who think Spenserian stanza unfit for a narrative poem like the 

Faerie Queene while there are others who defend the use of this innovative metrical 
device in the Faerie Queene.

xi.  The Faerie Queene is an allegory. Spenser chose this form because he had a moral 
purpose on the one hand and to express the socio-political and religious conditions of 
contemporary England on the other.

xii. We as readers /students of Spenser can identify the renaissance, mediaeval and 
reformation elements in the Faerie Queene.

xiii. The meanings of this allegory are not definite and fixed. The versatile interpretations, 
however, do not eclipse the other beauties of the poem. 
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Self-Assessment Questions
1. On account of what qualities of Spenser's poetry do you think he deserves to be called 

as Poet’s Poet?
2. “The last thing to do with an allegory is to let it alone” ‘Allegory, like rebellion is 

justified by means’. Comment on these statements with reference to the Faerie Queene.
3. How far your readings of the Faery Queen justify that Spenser's charm as a poet depends 

upon the fusion of two aspects of his genius - the musical and the pictorial?
4. Analyse stanzas 7, 8, 9, 23, 41 with reference to versification, imagery and allegory if 

any.   
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Overview 
This unit deals with Shakespeare as a classic poet. We have selected his sonnets to highlight his 
contribution to poetry despite we find sporadic display of poetry in his plays especially the 
romantic comedies. The unit discusses in brief the poet’s biography. The detailed discussion of 
his contributions to English drama shall be discussed in the course of classical drama, along 
with his biography. The present unit is confined to Shakespeare Sonnets, the evolution of 
sonnets as a genre of poetry, the definition of sonnet and sonnet cycle, a brief comparison of 
sonnet forms, the common theme of sonnet are topics of discussion. To facilitate the students to 
critically evaluate a sonnet, two sonnets have been selected and critically analyzed. The students 
are advised not to delimit their study to the core text and the interpretation which is suggested. 
At the end the unit the section on summary of the unit and self-assessment questions with 
suggested reading is hoped to achieve the objectives of the unit. 

Objectives
After studying this unit, you would be able to 

i. appreciate Shakespeare as a poet with a special emphasis on his sonnets 
ii. define a sonnet and trace its development as a form of English poetry 

iii. bring out the distinguishing character of sonnet forms from other forms of poetry 
iv. distinguish the three basic sonnet forms: a. The Petrarchan b. The Spenserian c. The 

Shakespearean
v. define the sonnet cycle and identify the qualities of Shakespeare's sonnet cycle 

vi. critically appreciate some of the sonnets of Shakespeare 

William Shakespeare's father was a Stratford glover; Beyond that we know nothing of his early 
life except for dates- his baptism in April 1564; his marriage in November 1582; the baptism of 
his daughter Susana in May 1583; the Twins Hamnet and Judith in February 1519 (Herbert 
Gierson & J.C. Smith 1962). According to Compton Rickett (1964), Shakespeare was the third 
child of John Shakespeare. There is no evidence to show how Shakespeare was supporting his 
growing family. Shakespeare could have had no assistance from his father. A tradition referring 
to this assumes that a short time before 1586 he lived the life of a schoolmaster in a village near 
Stratford. A more likely tale tells of an escapade in Thomas Lucy’s Park, Charlecote. The story 
goes that a deer was stolen; Sir Tom's ordered Shakespeare to be whipped and imprisoned. The 
same anecdote of Shakespeare stealing the deer from Thomas Lucy’s  gardens referred  by 
Carlyle in his essay The Hero as Poet, ‘Of his life, it is clear enough to say that to an 
unprejudiced view it is clear that Stratford man wrote the plays and that he had a wider reading 
and more opportunities mingling with the great than is sometimes realized Ifor Evans (1962 ).

The relationship between the life history of a literary artist and his works in many cases is no 
doubt important for the understanding of a writer’s work. However, it is also true that in many 
other cases this relationship does not help the readers, interpreters and critics to make a detailed 
and in-depth study of a writer. Shakespeare is one of those literary Giants whose life history is 
wrapped in mystery and despite efforts on the part of the literary historians the detailed 
biography of Shakespeare has not been revealed leaving the students of Shakespeare to rely on 
the guesses and conjectures. What we have to think and do when our object is to interpret and 
develop an understanding of the text in hand is a vital question? 

There are literary theorists and critics who think that the knowledge of a writer's life is essential 
to understand and better appreciate the author's works. They assert that the work is the reflection 
of both the outer and inner life of the writer. In an interdependent relation, therefore, exists and 
it needs to be explored. Such theorists also believed that the milieu in which a writer finds 
himself does shape his mind and personality. In  case of Shakespeare's poetry, they would like 
to suggest the students to focus on the answers of questions like why Shakespeare chose to write 
sonnets, what made him to choose the theme of love for his poetry- a personal experience or 
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generalizing the experience of others - like his dramas, why he did not care to publish them 
during his lifetime. They believe that the answers to these questions furnish information that 
would help the students to know Shakespeare and interpret his poetry more comprehensively. 

In this study guide our focus will be the poet and his poetry and with Shakespeare himself only 
in so far as knowledge of his life and character deepens understanding of his poetry,  you should 
go through the list of objectives given in the beginning of this unit and see whether or not you 
have achieved these objectives after reading the unit and performing the activities. The students 
should know why we have not discussed in detail the biography of Shakespeare and the social 
and political conditions of the time in which he created his great work. Firstly, because they 
would study it in the course of classical drama , Secondly because Shakespeare's sonnets may 
not be the product of any such personal experience of love as we do find in case of Spenser, 
Wyatt or  the romantics like Shelley, Byron and Keats. 

4.1 Sonnet- Definition and Development
Note:  the discussion that follows has been reproduced from (i) Penguin Dictionary of literary 
terms (ii) the Bedford Glossary of critical and literary terms (1998)

The term sonnet derives from the Italian ‘sonneto’, a little song. Except for the curtal sonnet -
literally a sonnet cut short. Hopkins used the term in his preface to poems (1918) to describe a 
curtailed form of sonnet of his invention. He reduced the number of lines from 14 to 10, divided 
it into two stanzas- the ordinary sonnet consists of 14 lines usually in iambic pentameter with 
considerable variations in rhyme scheme. The three basic sonnet forms are (a) the Petrarchan 
which comprises an octave rhyming aa bb aa bba and a sestet rhyming cde cde or cdc ded or in 
any combination except a rhyming couplet (b) the Spenserian of three quatrains and a couplet 
rhyming ab ab bc bc cd cd ee (c) the Shakespearean again with the quatrains and a couplet 
rhyming abab  cdcd efef gg. The Italian form is Commenest, the octave develops one thought, 
there is a ‘turn’ or volta and sestet grows out of octave varies it and completes it. In the other 
two forms a different idea is expressed in each quatrain; each grows out of the one preceding it 
and the argument, theme and dialect or conclude, ‘tied up’, in the binding end- couplet. 

The sonnet came into the English language via Sir Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey early 
in the 16th century and it was the Petrarchan form which they improved. However, it was not 
until the last decade of the 16th century that the sonnet was finally established in England. Surrey 
established this rhyming scheme of abab cdcd efef gg and it was this form that was mostly used 
in England in the later 16th century. A sonnet may address a range of issues or themes but love 
is the original subject of the sonnet it is still the most prevalent. By early in the 17th century the 
vogue for love sonnets was already over Ben Jonson was not interested in the form and hardly 
any lyric poet in Jacobean and Caroline periods wrote a sonnet of note. However, Donne did 
with nineteen very fine sonnets on religious themes grouped together under the title of Holy 
Sonnets. 

Thereafter it was not until Milton the sonnet received much attention. Milton did not write a 
sequence as he did not write about love. His sonnets belong to the genre of occasional verse - 
verse written for a particular occasion perhaps to celebrate some incident or event and thus are 
about a particular event person or occasion. After Milton the sonnet was virtually extinct for 
well over hundred years in the whole of the 18th century. There were few of merit apart from 
Thomas Gray’s ode on the death of Richard West. There was a considerable revival of interest 
during the romantic period. Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley all Wrote splendid sonnets. During the 
Victorian period, many poems re-established the sonnet form and in particular the sonnet 
sequence about love. Elizabeth Barret, Browning, Christina Rossetti, George Meredith, but the 
main innovator in Victorian times was Gerald Manley Hopkins whose poems were not published 
until after his death in 1918. In the 20th century, several poets writing in English have composed 
a variety of sonnets on many different themes. But Rupert Brooke, W.H. Auden, A.E. Housman, 
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Edward Lear, Dylan Thomas, George Barker, Seamus Henney are a few names of 20th century 
sonnet writers.

4.2 Sonnet Cycle
It is a series or group of sonnets interconnected by theme and written by one poet. The sonnet 
sequence (cycle) typically explores the theme of love and the poet’s fluctuating attitudes towards 
it, particularly with regard to a specific relationship and progress (or lack thereof). William 
Shakespeare's 154 sonnets constitute the most famous sonnet sequence in English. Love is the 
commonest theme and the advantages of the cycle are that it enables the poet to explore many 
different aspects and moods of experience, to analyse his feelings in detail and to record the 
vicissitudes of the affair.  At the same time each individual sonnet lives as an independent poem. 

4.3 Shakespearean Sonnets
According to Compton Rickett (1964), the majority of the sonnets were written probably in 
1594, when Shakespeare had gained the patronage of the Earl of Southampton. How far they 
express personal experience and voice the emotions of the man rather than the fancy of the artist, 
it is impossible for us to determine. However, there always existed two schools among the 
interpreters of sonnets. One of these schools believes that the sonnets are the expression of 
Shakespeare's personal experience and that he unlocks his heart in his sonnets. The other school 
holds the view that the sonnets are nothing more than literary and poetic experiments on the part 
of the poet. The one school seems to have identified for certain or not a romantic streak while 
the other insists on the impersonal note in the sonnets. The readers of love lyrics cannot rule 
Shakespeare's flash of emotions and truth of love so expressed can be created without 
undergoing a real experience and if not a real experience; it is observation carried by a creative 
imagination margined by strong feelings of love which though may not be real will be more 
than real as it represents love as a universal experience. ‘The poet of the time might take some 
incident in his own career or in that of some contemporary and concentrate his literary fancies 
upon that. But these are merely spring boards for the poet’s imagination to leap from into the 
unknown’. There is no need to regard them as autobiographical confessions (Compton Rickett, 
1962). As far as Shakespeare's debt to the contemporary Sonneteers is concerned Compton 
Rickett holds that there are many parallel conceits which students may be able to identify 
between Drayton and Shakespeare. In the sonnets, we can find the Renaissance poets’ 
illustrations of season or lovers’ emotions. “But if not affording necessarily a clue to his heart, 
these sonnets afford, as all genuine literary work does, a clue to his personality and temperament, 
while there are occasional touches of autobiography that no reasonable critic could confute. 
(Compton Rickett 1962)    

Shakespeare’s plays confirm the eager, sensitive nature which is alive to the pleasure of the 
senses and to the beauty of the physical world which appears in his sonnets. The students of 
literature know that drama is the most objective genre of literature. Shakespeare does not give 
vent to his feelings and comments in his plays. We do not find any direct or indirect reference 
to the contemporary social, political and religious conditions. He is not interested in particular 
men and women or particular situation. He represents the general mankind and men and women 
of his plays represent the general humanity. He is gifted with the psychological insight into the 
nature of characters he is delineating. We are not interested in Hamlet as Prince of Denmark 
rather in a young man of thirty or so whose father has been murdered by his uncle and whose 
mother has married with the killer of his father. He is facing psychological complications and 
conflicts to choose to avenge his father’s death. Shakespeare portrays him a man and attributes 
of a human being in general. This is the Shakespearean exploration of the mysterious regions of 
the unconscious and subconscious that has made him a universal dramatist. Doctor Jhonson 
comments in his Preface that “nothing can please many and please long but the just 
representations of the general nature”. In his sonnets Shakespeare is as much a universal poet as 
he is a universal dramatist. Shakespeare's treatment of love is sublime but not idealised. There 
is no exaggerated and fanciful expression of feelings. He does not spiritualise the natural feeling 
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and remains within the domain of human love. It is not Shelley’s ‘desire of the moth for the star 
nor is it animalistic or sensual love. We observe a dignity and calmness in his expression of 
love. The experience is not autobiographical, it may be personal. To conclude, Carlyle’s remarks 
in his essay ‘The Hero as Poet’ are very apt to support our line of agreement. ‘Such a man’s 
work, whatsoever be with utmost conscious exertion and forethought shall accomplish, grow up 
withal Unconsciously, from the known deeps in him; - as the Oak tree grows from the earth 
bosom, as the mountains and waters shape themselves; With a symmetry grounded on nature’s 
own laws, conformable and all truth whatsoever. How much in Shakespeare lies hid; His 
sorrows; his silent struggles known to himself; much that was not known at all, not-speakable 
at all; like roots, like sap and forces working underground ; Speech is great; but silence is 
greater’. 

Thomas Carlyle - Sartor Resartus- On Heroes own Hero-worship (1964)

4.5 Critical Appreciation of Selected Shakespearean Sonnets   
Sonnet Number 18         

Shall I compare thee to a Summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm'd;

And every fair from fair sometimes declines,

By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm'd;

But thy eternal summer shall not fade,

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;

Nor shall death brag thou wander’st in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou growest:

 So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

 So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

In the beginning of the sonnet the poet wonders how he could compare his beloved’s beauty to 
the summer, which implies that his beloved is far more beautiful than the summer. The students 
should note that the summer the poet here is talking is not the tropical summer rather the English 
summer which is the season of natures’ beauty and growth. The poet opens the theme of 
establishing a romantic and traditional exaltation of the beauty of the beloved which implies that 
he believes his beloved to be far more beautiful than the summer. The subsequent lines are the 
answer of the question why he cannot choose to compare the beloved's beauty to the beauty of 
summer. 

In the next line he believes the beloved more lovely and more temperate than the summer. The 
summer in England is full of nature’s beauty. Everywhere there are flowers of various colours 
and fragrance. All nature is lush green. After the long winter of fog and cold the summer brings 
warmth and the sunshine which impels the Englanders to go to the hills and beaches to enjoy 
the warmth and beauty of summer. Wordsworth’s description of nature in Tintern Abbey and 
Immortality Ode are the best illustrations of how beautiful the summer is in England. 
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Shakespeare believes the woman of his sonnet even more lovely than the summer because he 
feels himself more warm and soothing in the presence of the woman. She is more temperate as 
she makes him feel a soothing warmth, feeling which is no less than a blessing for an Englander 
after the cold, snowy and misty experience of winter. The next two lines describe when the 
summer winds sometime grow rough and shake the budding flowers of the month of May. These 
winds cause the growing buds to shake. The last line of the quatrain is a description of a short 
period of summer. The opening line of the Tintern Abbey makes us to see how Wordsworth 
describes the short span of summer.

Five years have past; five summers, with the length

Of five long winters! and again I hear

 The poet wonders whether he should compare the beloved’s beauty to summer or not. The 
answer is implied in the next three lines. He will not compare because the beloved is more lovely 
and temperate. She is milder and her beauty is more durable and constant. To compare the 
women's beauty to the various aspects of beauty of nature is a tradition of love poetry. The poets 
exaggerate, idealise and idolise the women they love. Exalting and comparing women’s beauty 
have a range from physical, sensual and sexual to platonic and spiritual. Here Shakespeare is 
neither platonic nor physical or sensual while praising the beauty of his beloved. He focuses on 
the beauty of nature implying the purity and innocence of nature. Through the visual he proceeds 
on to the experiential, which is a feeling serene, mature and heartfelt. 

In the second quatrain, the poet points out another limitation of summer namely, capriciousness 
of weather. He compares the sun to the eye of heaven which sometimes grows hot and 
sometimes its light is bedimmed disturbing the soothing effect of the summer. The beloved's 
eyes are not inconsistent like those of the sun in summer, they are a source of permanent comfort 
and soothing impression when the poet looks into them. In the next two lines Shakespeare gives 
a general truth that every beautiful thing in this world is something subject to decay and decline 
by chance or the changing course of nature. They do not grow to their perfection and suffer a 
decline before they mature. In the next quatrain, Shakespeare extends the discussion and 
declares that the woman of his sonnet is secure from any decline or decay. She enjoys an eternal 
summer which is not subject to any variance. Eternal beauty of the woman is invulnerable to the 
changing course of nature. The beauty which she possesses cannot be lost. It is immortal and 
she is the eternal possessor. In the next two lines he explains what he means when he says that 
her beauty is secure from any harm or mortality. He gives a very interesting twist to the idea of 
the woman's eternal beauty. She with her beauty is immortalised because he sings of her beauty 
and exalts it in his poetry. Shakespeare here holds poetic truth that whatever is created by a poet 
attains permanence and becomes immortal. Death’s boast, that he can take away everything to 
his shade is nothing more than a false pride in the case of the woman who is addressed in his 
Sonnet and therefore is secure from death. In the last two lines he asserts with an assurance that 
as long as this world lives and human faculties are existent that is, man preserves his sanity and 
sense the ‘woman’ and her beauty shall live and enjoy the women’s eternity. He ensures that 
she and her beauty will be immortalised through his poetry even if physically she is dead. 

Sonnet Number 116  

Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments. Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove.

O no! it is an ever-fixed mark
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That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wand'ring bark,

Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.

Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks

Within his bending sickle's compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

If this be error and upon me prov'd,

I never writ, nor no man ever lov'd.

The students are suggested to read the sonnet at least twice and note how far this sonnet is 
different from the sonnet number 18 and try to answer the questions. 

a. Is the theme of both the sonnets almost the same?
b. How is the poet’s use of diction and the poetic devices different?

The students in their study of linguistics must have known that the words do not have fixed 
meanings. Words’ meaning change in the context, more it is true, when we see the poets 
attributing sense to the words which we do not find in the dictionary. They enjoy poetic licence 
not only when they use words but also deviate from the rules of grammar and change the 
function and place of syntactic categories in the sentence. Poetry in particular and language use 
in social situations do not have fixed and rigid meaning. Therefore, poetry in special has no 
fixed and exact interpretation. To interpret this sonnet, we will try to explore and interpret what 
Shakespeare says. The use of metaphors and similes modify the meanings and help the readers 
to interpret poetry in more than a rigid and monodimensional sense.

The sonnet begins with the poet’s assertion that he would not admit impediments to the union 
and harmony of true minds. He means to say that when two minds love each other, and this love 
is based on truth and mutual harmony of thoughts no one can cause hinderance in their union. 
They shall be naturally harmonised minds and souls. The union of such true minds no one can 
resist.  They will flow into each other. The word marriage here does not stand for the marriage 
in the common and literal sense. It is in the sense of a unity and contract drawn on truth and 
identicality of feelings. Shakespeare believes that true love is permanent, and it is not subject to 
changing conditions. Love that changes with time and if its truth is vulnerable to the whims of 
the lovers it is not love. The identity of true love is resistance to all caprices and whimsicalities. 
True love, according to Shakespeare does not yield and before any odd, unfavourable and hostile 
conditions. 

In the next quatrain, he rhetorically refutes any such belief which thinks love weak and not 
constant. Shakespeare compares love to an ever-fixed mark that looks on tempests and is never 
shaken. The metaphor for ever fixed mark can be interpreted in the nautical context. As on land 
there are landmarks which guide the travellers to move to their destination without being misled. 
So, there are in the sea some rocks which guide the sea voyagers to continue their seafaring in 
the right direction. Such ever fixed marks stand unshaken by the tempest; love according to 
Shakespeare remains steadfast and unshaken in any stormy or unfavourable condition. In the 
next two lines, love is compared to the metaphors chosen from the astronomical and the nautical 
world. True love is like a star which is the guide to the sailors who are sailing their small ships 
and constantly looking at the guiding stars to keep them on the right way. One cannot imagine 
the worth of the guiding star because when seen from the earth it is like a twinkling light which 
does not reach the earth, but its height lends the star dignity and grace. The true love is sublime 
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and lofty which is unimaginable to the worldly wise who are short sighted only to focus on the 
appearance and not the reality. 

In the third quatrain, Shakespeare rules out that time can exercise its power on love. Nothing 
can avoid the corrosive and consuming effect of time but true love. The image Shakespeare is 
using here to show the time’s force is that of a harvest reaper whose sickle does not spare the 
ripe harvest within its range. Compass here means the range of the circle which reaps every 
swath. The beautiful cheeks and rosy lips which may be inspiring for love but they have to yield 
before the force of time. Bodily charms lose their fairness with the passage of time but love is 
not time’s fool to become its victim. True love conquers time even though the physical charms 
and beauty of the beloved are decayed. The virtue of true love is that it does not weaken when 
the time makes the soft cheeks coarse and the rosy lips faded. 

In the concluding lines of the sonnet Shakespeare’s emphasis is his concept of love as a viable 
truth which perhaps no one can prove erroneous. He rhetorically asserts that if he is proved false 
by any logic he would not only disown himself to be a poet but also believe that no one had ever 
loved if did not come up to his thought about love. 

In love poetry we come across two kinds of love poems. The one where the poet is lost in the 
physical charms of the beloved. Love weakens when the beauty fades. The other where the poet 
intellectualises or spiritualises love which have nothing to do with the experience of sesual love. 
Shakespeare in the sonnet is neither spiritual nor sensual in his concept of love. He, instead of 
philosophising love gives us what to him is love. Love is the marriage of true minds subject to 
no change or decay. He supports his argument by his imagery which fortifies his concept. 

Summary Points
i. The ordinary Sonnet consists of 14 lines, usually in iambic pentameter with 

considerable variation of rhyme. 
ii. The three basic Sonnet forms are: the Petrarchan, the Spenserian and the 

Shakespearean.
iii. The sonnet came into the English language through Thomas Wyatt and Earl of 

Surrey.
iv. Love is the most prevalent subject of the sonnet.
v. In English, the famous sonneteers are Wyatt, Earl of Surrey, Spenser, Shakespeare 

and Donne, Milton and the romantics especially Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats.
vi. The term Sonnet Cycle/ Sonnet Sequence is a series or group of sonnets 

interconnected by theme and written by one poet. 
vii. The sonnet cycle typically explores the theme of love.

viii. It is debatable whether Shakespeare’s sonnets are the expression of his personal 
experience and so are autobiographical, or they are the product of the poet's 
imagination based on his observation of this experience. 

Self-Assessment Questions
i. Write down the similarities dis-similarities to distinguish the three sonnet forms. 

ii. What is poetic licence? Give examples.
iii. What is the iambic pentameter?
iv.  What are the different shades of love Shakespeare presents in the sonnets 

prescribed for your reading text?
v. How would you distinguish lyric from sonnet? 

vi. Define the terms metaphor, simile and imagery. 
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Overview
John Donne was an iconoclast and introduced a new form of poetry in English literature in 17th 
century. It is called Metaphysical poetry and it employs conventional literary techniques in new 
ways. The Metaphysical poets frequently compared apparently different objects, played on 
words and abruptly began their poems as if they were talking to people. Donne produced love 
poems and also religious poems under a series of Holy Sonnets. 

Objectives
After studying this unit, you will be able to 

i. identify the characteristic features of Metaphysical poetry
ii. enlist the significant events of John Donne’s life
iii. identify the allusions used in the poem ‘The Good Morrow’
iv. draw a list of adjectives used for the Sun in the poem ‘The Sunne Rising’
v. discuss the conceit of pair of compasses used by Donne in the poem ‘A Valediction: 

Forbidding Mourning’
vi. identify the different arguments the speaker presents in the poem ‘A Valediction: 

Forbidding Weeping’
vii. enlist the paradoxes in the poem ‘Lovers’ Infiniteness’
viii. differentiate between the argument and the counter-argument presented in the holy 

sonnet ‘Thou hast made me’
ix.  identify the different points mentioned in the four parts of the sonnet ‘Death be not 

proud’.

John Donne (1571-1631) was the founder of a new form of poetry called the Metaphysical 
poetry. Like other English poets of 16th and 17th centuries, Donne composed songs as well as 
sonnets. He wrote love poems and also religious poems. He introduced a new style of poetry 
which was different from the conventional poetry of Elizabethan Age. His poetry presents his 
vast knowledge and at the same time his ability to play with words. Written in conversational 
style Donne’s poetry often contains arguments. Donne and other poets who followed him made 
extensive use of unusual similes and metaphors borrowed from different branches of knowledge. 
However, these comparisons also called conceits were made between dissimilar objects and 
often surprised the audiences. 

5.1 Life and Works of John Donne
John Donne was born in London in 1571 where his father also called John Donne worked for 
Ironmonger’s Company. Donne’s father belonged to Wales and was a staunch Roman Catholic. 
Similarly, Donne’s mother called Elizabeth Heywood was also a Roman Catholic. Her family 
did not convert to Protestantism despite several pressures. She was closely related to Sir Thomas 
More who was a courtier of the King of England Henry VIII but refused to support the King 
when he gave up Roman Catholicism and became a Protestant. Sir Thomas Moore was beheaded 
for not giving up his faith. Similarly, Elizabeth’s father John Heywood despite his 
accomplishments as a poet, playwright and musician never received any favour from the 
government because of his religious beliefs. Her brother Jasper Heywood was a Roman Catholic 
priest and also a translator of Latin plays. 

Donne’s father died when he was only five years old. Initially he was taught privately but later 
he attended Oxford and then Cambridge Universities but could not receive a degree from either 
university because of his Roman Catholic beliefs. He also studied law at the famous Lincoln’s 
Inn. His brother Henry Donne was also a student and was imprisoned for giving refuge to a well 
known Roman Catholic priest William Harrington. Henry Donne died of plague while he was 
in prison. Thus, Donne’s family suffered because they refused to renounce their Roman Catholic 
beliefs. 



44

John Donne, however, gave up his religious beliefs in 1615 and in order to please the English 
King James I converted into a Protestant. Consequently, he received an honorary doctorate 
degree in divinity from the Cambridge University and this helped him to get prestigious 
positions in the Church of England. He served the royal family as a Royal Chaplin and from 
1521 to 1531 served as the Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral. These well-paid positions ended his 
financial problems which he faced for several years. 

As a clergyman he delivered sermons and established a reputation as an eloquent speaker. 160 
of his sermons survived and they testify his ability to produce impressive prose in English 
language. Thus, besides being a poet, Donne was a prose writer and a speaker who could express 
himself clearly and forcefully. He delivered his last sermon titled as Death’s Dual in 1631 before 
King Charles. He died in March 1631. 

He travelled widely and visited various countries of Europe as well as the newly discovered 
continent of America. He witnessed the victory of English and Dutch troops against the 
Spaniards at Cadiz in 1596. In 1597, he also accompanied the British explorer Sir Walter 
Raleigh in an expedition to the islands called Azores in Atlantic Ocean. His poetry reflects the 
knowledge he gained by means of travelling to far off lands and new continents. His poetry also 
depicts his love for his wife Anne More whom he married in 1601against the approval of her 
father and uncle.

In 1597, Donne began working as a secretary for Sir Thomas Egerton the Lord Keeper of the 
Great Seal. He fell in love with his master’s niece and the daughter of George More, a Lieutenant 
of the Tower of London. The secret marriage of John Donne and Anne More became the cause 
of the former’s loss of his job. Besides he was also imprisoned and sent to jail. Donne, however, 
soon got released from the prison and then he and his wife spent the next several years in the 
countryside. They faced financial problems since Donne had no permanent and secure source 
of income. Moreover, Anne bore twelve children during her sixteen years of married life. Most 
of their children died and Anne also died after giving birth to their twelfth child in 1617. While 
Donne’s love poetry reflects his love for his wife, his religious poetry indicates his strong 
interest in religion and his career in priesthood. 

Carrying the tradition of English poets of sixteenth century including Sir Thomas Wyatt, Henry 
Howard, Sir Edmund Spenser, Sir Philip Sidney, William Shakespeare, Sir Walter Raleigh and 
Christopher Marlow, into the 17th century Donne experimented and produced a different sub-
genre of poetry called the Metaphysical poetry. Some other poets of seventeenth century 
including Abraham Cowley, Andrew Marvell, John Cleveland, George Herbert and Henry 
Vaughan followed Donne’s footsteps and composed Metaphysical poems.

The word metaphysical belongs to the field of philosophy and it means something beyond the 
world of physical experience. The famous critic Dr. Johnson used the title of Metaphysical 
poetry for the kind of poetry composed by Donne, Cowley and Cleveland. The metaphysical 
poets of 17th century England were learned men who presented their intellectual exercises in 
their verses. These poets employed scientific imagery in order to express their ideas. They 
presented contradictory and paradoxical ideas in their poems. At times their poems contained 
arguments on various issues. They compared unusual objects and composed poems in 
conversational style. These characteristics distinguish them from their predecessors who 
composed poetry in 16th century. Various ideas ranging from conjugal affection to divine love 
made up the vast spectrum of themes exploited by metaphysical poets. Donne’s poems whether 
secular or religious depict all these characteristics. 

He composed a series of religious poems using the format of sonnet that is a fourteen-line short 
poem. Donne used the Italian and the English models for writing his Holy Sonnets. The Italian 
sonnet also called the Patrician sonnet consists of two parts; the first part made up of eight lines 
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is called the octave while the remaining six lines form the second part are called the sestet. The 
sonneteer presents an argument in the octave and a counter argument in the sestet. The English 
sonnet is divided into four parts: three quatrains of four lines and then a couplet of two lines. 
The sonneteer presents different aspects of a single idea in each of the three quatrains and then 
sums up these ideas in the couplet. The sonnet is a suitable form of expression for Donne’s 
argumentative style and rational discussions.

In the following pages you will find explanation of some of Donne’s love poems and his holy 
sonnets.

5.2    The Good Morrow

I wonder, by my troth, what thou and I
Did, till we loved? Were we not weaned till then?
But sucked on country pleasures, childishly?
Or snorted we in the Seven Sleepers’ den?
’Twas so; but this, all pleasures fancies be.
If ever any beauty I did see,
Which I 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.

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 sharp north, without declining west?
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.

The title of the poem includes the word ‘morrow’ which is an archaic or old form of the word 
tomorrow. The other archaic words used in the poem include troth which means truth, thou and 
thee which means you and the word hath which means have or had. The poem consists of three 
stanzas of seven lines each. It is an aubade or a love song depicting the feelings of lovers parting 
early in the morning. The speaker of the poem The Good Morrow addresses the silent beloved 
and discusses multiple aspects of their love. This poem thus characterizes the conversational 
style of Metaphysical poets. 

The poem opens with three rhetorical questions asked by the speaker who tries to figure out 
what he and his beloved did before they fell in love. He presents different possibilities: namely 
they were children and pleased themselves with simple joys of life or they were adults who slept 
heavily and for a long time. Donne refers to an event mentioned in the Bible and also Quran 
about the seven believers who took refuge in a cave in order to escape the wrath of the Roman 
Emperor Trajan Decius in third century C.E. God made them sleep for almost three hundred 
years and when they woke up times had changed. The speaker in Donne’s poem compares 
himself and his beloved with these ‘Seven Sleepers’ for being unaware of the contemporary 
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world. This biblical reference indicates Donne’s knowledge of the Bible and his ability to use 
this information to express his ideas. The first stanza ends with the speaker concluding his 
speculations by claiming that the life he lived before he began to love her was nothing but a 
dream.

In the second stanza the speaker claims that their falling in love has awakened their sleeping 
souls. They were in a state of slumber before they fell in love. He welcomes this new phase of 
their lives and asserts that the lovers should not feel afraid anymore. Their love makes them 
fearless. He argues that when the lovers see each other they become unaware of the presence of 
other people. The sight of the beloved makes a lover oblivious of the presence of everyone else 
so there is no chance of one’s lover getting interested in someone else. Thus, they should not 
suspect each other for being unfaithful. The arguments presented by the speaker in this poem 
are characteristic of metaphysical poetry.

The word ‘let’ is repeated in the last three lines of the second stanza and this repetition refers to 
contemporary developments in Donne’s life. Making the speaker of this poem his mouthpiece, 
Donne mentions the new discoveries taking place in 15th and 16th centuries such as that of the 
continent of America. He refers to explorers going to ‘new worlds’ and the maps of the world 
being filled with the details of newly discovered lands. However, despite all these rapid changes 
occurring all around them the speaker compels his beloved that together they should create their 
own world. He suggests that since the lovers each posses a world they should blend their worlds 
and make them one.  

Here Donne employs a popular contemporary belief that every human being is a complete 
universe. The ancient Greek philosophers presented this idea that every individual human being 
is a microcosm or a small universe while the world is a macrocosm. According to this theory 
every individual human being possesses the qualities of the universe. This belief was popular in 
the Middle Ages as well as during the Renaissance and Donne’s contemporary scientist Robert 
Fludd (1574-1637) discussed this idea in detail. The idea of lovers creating a world of their own 
is further elaborated in the next stanza.

The third stanza begins with a picturesque description of the lovers standing before each other 
and looking into each other’s eyes. The speaker asserts that the love in their hearts is reflected 
on their faces and the beloveds thus create a new world of their own. He compares this world of 
lovers with the planet Earth and their two faces with the two hemispheres of earth. He, however, 
insists that this world of the lovers is perfect since it does not possess the weaknesses of earth 
such as the cold weather in the ‘North’ and the deep sea in the ‘West’ probably a reference to 
the Atlantic Ocean. These allusions or geographical references bear witness to Donne’s 
knowledge and interest in geography of the world. 

Donne further develops the idea of the universe created by the lovers by making the speaker in 
the poem claim that their love and the world they form exist at a spiritual plain. Their love is not 
physical and perishable like the objects on earth, but it is spiritual and thus everlasting. The 
speaker suggests that if the lovers love each other with equal intensity then they become 
immortal. 

5.3 The Sun Rising
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,
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Go tell court huntsmen that the king will ride,
Call country ants to harvest offices,
Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime,
Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.

Thy beams, so reverend and strong
Why shouldst thou think?
I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink,
But that I would not lose her sight so long;
If her eyes have not blinded thine,
Look, and tomorrow late, tell me,
Whether both th' Indias of spice and mine
Be where thou leftst them, or lie here with me.
Ask for those kings whom thou saw'st yesterday,
And thou shalt hear, All here in one bed lay.

She's all states, and all princes, I,
Nothing else is.
Princes do but play us; compared to this,
All honor's mimic, all wealth alchemy.
Thou, sun, art half as happy as we,
In that the world's contracted thus.
Thine age asks ease, and since thy duties be
To warm the world, that's done in warming us.
Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere;
This bed thy center is, these walls, thy sphere.

This poem consists of thirty lines divided into three stanzas of ten lines each. The rhyme scheme 
is abbacdcdee. The poet uses the literary device called apostrophe and addresses the Sun which 
is a non-living thing. He in fact personifies the Sun treating it like a human being. The speaker 
of the poem uses several names for the Sun and gives it many advices.

The poem opens in an abrupt manner and the speaker scolds and chides the Sun who has 
disturbed him and his beloved with his untimely arrival. In the very first line of the poem the 
speaker uses four adjectives for the Sun. He first of all calls the Sun an old man and refers to his 
constantly working. Toward the end of the poem he again refers to the old age of the Sun and 
advises him to reduce the amount of work he has to do. The speaker then calls the Sun an 
undisciplined and rude person who peeps through the ‘windows’ and ‘curtains’ thus interfering 
in the privacy of the speaker and his beloved. 

He clearly tells the Sun that the lovers need not follow the division of time subject to the 
movement of the Sun. The speaker claims that lovers remain unaffected by the changing times 
and calls the units of time ‘hours, days, months’ rags or small pieces of cloth torn from a larger 
piece. This metaphor proves the meaninglessness of time for the lovers. This is an arrogant claim 
but indicates that the speaker’s confidence in his love. He firmly believes that lovers exist on a 
plain where they are unaffected by time and space. 

In the fifth line of the first stanza the speaker again uses three derogatory adjectives for the Sun. 
He thus continues to abuse the Sun calling him a miserable, fussy man who is concerned with 
minor details in every matter. He then advises the Sun to take up different tasks rather than 
disturbing the lovers. His list of advices includes waking up the students who get late for school, 
the unwilling apprentices of different tradesmen who are reluctant to go to work, the royal 
hunters so that they can prepare for the king’s hunting expedition and the farmers to harvest the 



48

crops. The metaphor of ‘country ants’ is used for the farmers who work relentlessly. The first 
stanza is a therefore a catalogue of several visual images depicting everyday life in cities and 
also in the countryside. 

The second stanza opens with the speaker challenging the brightness of the rays of the Sun 
claiming that he can easily block them by closing his eyes. He, however, cannot close his eyes 
because he does not want to lose the sight of his beloved. He also claims that the radiance of his 
beloved’s eyes is far superior to the brightness of the Sun. The speaker then orders the Sun to 
leave them and take a tour of the world in order to return with the new information about ‘both 
Indias’. This geographical allusion refers to the newly found continent of America which was 
popularly known as the West Indies and India and Malaysia which were called the East Indies. 
Both these Indies attracted the attention of the explorers because of their rich natural resources. 
The speaker in the poem, however, claims that neither of these Indies is as rich as the world he 
and his beloved have created.

The third stanza opens with a metaphor. The speaker declares his beloved a state of which he is 
a sovereign ruler. He refuses to accept anything else except the world he and his beloved have 
created. The kings and princesses, he asserts copy the lovers and the wealth they claim to possess 
consists of nothing but coins made of base and inferior metals. Their kingdoms are no match for 
the world of joy and contentment of the lovers. He finally suggests that the Sun who has worked 
for millions of years now needs rest and can get it by shinning on the miniature world of the 
lovers which encompasses the whole universe. Thus, the unwelcomed guest in the beginning of 
the poem becomes an acceptable addition to the self-sustained universe of lovers.

5.4 A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning
As virtuous men pass mildly away,

And whisper to their souls to go,

Whilst some of their sad friends do say

The breath goes now, and some say, No:

So let us melt, and make no noise,

No tear-floods, nor sigh-tempests move;

'Twere profanation of our joys

To tell the laity our love.

Moving of th' earth brings harms and fears,

Men reckon what it did, and meant;

But trepidation of the spheres,

Though greater far, is innocent.

Dull sublunary lovers' love

(Whose soul is sense) cannot admit

Absence, because it doth remove
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Those things which elemented it.

But we by a love so much refined,

That ourselves know not what it is,

Inter-assured of the mind,

Care less, eyes, lips, and hands to miss.

Our two souls therefore, which are one,

Though I must go, endure not yet

A breach, but an expansion,

Like gold to airy thinness beat.

If they be two, they are two so

As stiff twin compasses are two;

Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show

To move, but doth, if the other do.

And though it in the center sit,

Yet when the other far doth roam,

It leans and hearkens after it,

And grows erect, as that comes home.

Such wilt thou be to me, who must,

Like th' other foot, obliquely run;

Thy firmness makes my circle just,

And makes me end where I begun.

A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning is the most well known poem written by Donne. It contains 
the famous conceit of a pair of compasses compared with the lovers. Donne composed this poem 
in 1611 or 1612 when he went on a tour to Continental Europe. In this poem the speaker who is 
probably Donne addresses his beloved wife Anne. Since this poem depicts the occasion of 
parting of lovers therefore it is titled as a valediction which means farewell. The speaker says 
farewell to his beloved and at the same time prohibits her from grieving. He presents different 
arguments to convince her that this physical separation is meaningless since their souls remain 
united. 

The thirty six lines of the poem are divided into nine stanzas which follow a simple rhyme 
scheme abab. The poem contains different similes and metaphors which are typical of 



50

Metaphysical poetry. Donne picks these comparisons from different fields of life including 
astronomy, geography, cartography or preparing maps and metallurgy or study of metals.

The poem opens with a simile describing the death of pious men. When these God-fearing men 
die their souls quietly depart from their bodies. Thus, the family members and friends attending 
the dying men do not know whether they are alive or dead. The speaker uses this example to 
convince his beloved that they should part away in the same way and avoid making any fuss. 
He despises shedding tears and sighing because these expressions of sorrow defile and soil the 
purity of their love. He stops his beloved from weeping publically and thus receiving the 
attention of people around them. The speaker does not want their feelings of affection to be 
exposed before the ordinary people who have no idea of the sublimity of their love. He wants 
to hide their feelings from others in order to maintain the sacredness of their love. 

Another argument the speaker uses to convince his beloved to stop mourning is based on an 
exaggerated idea. The speaker forbids her from weeping and sighing because he thinks that her 
tears can flood the sea and her sighs can cause the sea storm.  She thus increases the chances of 
his getting drowned during his voyage on the sea. This exaggeration is an example of a literary 
device called hyperbole. The Metaphysical poets often use hyperbole in their poems.

In the third stanza of the poem the speaker refers to earthquakes which cause destruction and 
make men fear these catastrophes of nature. He explains that the earthquake is caused by the 
movement of the earth. Similarly the heavenly bodies including stars and planets much larger 
than the earth also move with great force but since their movements are not felt by human beings 
living on earth therefore they remain obscure about these tremors which are far more dangerous 
and forceful as compared to the earthquakes. He thus suggests that the lovers like the enormous 
heavenly bodies should also hide their emotional upheavals from people.

Ordinary people, he believes are earthly creatures and since they exist only on the physical 
plane, therefore they only experience bodily affection. Their physical love waxes and wanes like 
the moon which grows bigger and then reduces to a size so small that it becomes almost 
invisible. The physical love is therefore unstable. It heavily relies on the existence of physical 
faculties. On the contrary, the speaker and his beloved have a strong spiritual bond which 
remains unbroken despite physical separations. It is a love so sublime that their minds are ‘inter-
assured’ of each other’s presence and they do not rely on bodily expression of this spiritual 
fondness.

The sixth stanza contains a simile referring to beating of a piece of gold in order to convert it 
into a thin sheet. The speaker uses this example to convince his beloved that just like a gold 
flake which changes its shape but loses none of its purity the parting lovers can maintain the 
intensity of their emotions. Their love does not fade away or diminish because of the physical 
distance between them. The speaker’s comparison of their love with the precious metal gold 
indicates the value he places in this emotion.

In the last three stanzas the speaker presents the conceit based on the comparison of the two 
lovers with the working of a pair of compasses. The speaker convinces his beloved that she is 
like the ‘fixed foot’ of the compass which remains stationary and enables the other foot to move. 
This cooperation between the two feet of the compass makes them work and the draftsman who 
uses them can draw a circle. The moving foot of the compass relies for its flexibility on the 
support and strength it receives from the fixed foot and together they can accomplish the task of 
forming a circle which symbolizes wholeness and perfection. In this way the speaker convinces 
his beloved to accept his departure and wait for the time he returns to her like the moving foot 
of the compass.

The speaker thus catalogues several arguments using various scientific allusions to convince his 
beloved that she should not mourn on the occasion of their separation since it is a temporary 
state. He proves that their fondness for each other is not worldly and subject to deterioration, 
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but it is a spiritual connection. Besides it is a relationship so pure and uncontaminated that it 
should be kept concealed from the praying eyes of people who cannot comprehend its spiritual 
profundity. 

 5.5 A Valediction: Forbidding Weeping
Let me pour forth

My tears before thy face, whilst I stay here,

For thy face coins them, and thy stamp they bear,

And by this mintage they are something worth,

For thus they be

Pregnant of thee;

Fruits of much grief they are, emblems of more,

When a tear falls, that thou falls which it bore,

So thou and I are nothing then, when on a diverse shore.

On a round ball

A workman that hath copies by, can lay

An Europe, Afric, and an Asia,

And quickly make that, which was nothing, all;

So doth each tear

Which thee doth wear,

A globe, yea world, by that impression grow,

Till thy tears mix'd with mine do overflow

This world; by waters sent from thee, my heaven dissolved so.

O more than moon,

Draw not up seas to drown me in thy sphere,

Weep me not dead, in thine arms, but forbear

To teach the sea what it may do too soon;

Let not the wind

Example find,

To do me more harm than it purposeth;

Since thou and I sigh one another's breath,

Whoe'er sighs most is cruellest, and hastes the other's death.
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A Valediction: Forbidding Weeping is another of Donne’s poems composed on the occasion of 
his setting out on a sea voyage and his attempt to console his grieving wife Anne. The twenty 
seven lines of the poem are divided into three stanzas of nine lines each and the rhyme scheme 
is abbaccddd. It is addressed to a mournful beloved and consists of different arguments given 
by the lover who tries to console her. The speaker uses different analogies and comparisons to 
stop his beloved from weeping.

The opening stanza refers to the fact that their separation is inevitable and one of them has to 
depart. Since they have very little time to spend together the speaker expresses his desire to 
weep because he wants to express his sorrow and anguish. He tells his beloved that he wants to 
shed tears while standing before her so that each of his tears carries an image of her reflection. 
He uses the metaphor of coins for the tears thus suggesting their preciousness and value. Each 
tear is like a coin bearing the ‘stamp’ of the beloved’s image in it.

The image of the tear carrying the reflection of the beloved is further developed when the 
speaker compares it to a mother’s womb containing the fetus. This suggests the presence of 
fruitfulness and fertility in their relationship. However, towards the end of the stanza the speaker 
changes his stance and argues against shedding tears. He explains that tears bearing the image 
of his beloved ultimately fall and becomes invisible and thus they become worthless. He 
believes that this loss of tears is an insult for his beloved. She does not deserve this disgrace of 
falling of her image carried in tears, so he should not weep and cause a humiliation to her.

The speaker further elaborates the image of a tear in the second stanza and compares it with a 
globe. He explains that a globe is a round ball on which the cartographer draws the maps of 
different continents. The worth and usefulness of the globe owes to the maps drawn on its 
surface. Similarly, the tears his beloved sheds are valuable because she wears them like pieces 
of jewelry. However, after praising the tears of his beloved he again changes his stance and 
gives an argument to stop her from weeping. He claims that when the tears of the parting lovers 
mix, they form a deluge or flood which can drown him. This is in fact an allusion to Noah’s 
flood mentioned in the Bible and the Quran. Just as Noah’s flood destroyed the whole world 
similarly the combined tears of the lovers can become a cause of sinking of their universe.

The second stanza depicts Donne’s scientific and religious knowledge since it contains two 
allusions. The first allusion consists of the names of the known continents during Donne’s life 
time including ‘Europe, Afric and Asia’. The second allusion of Noah’s flood reflects Donne’s 
biblical knowledge. Besides, the far-fetched idea of tears causing floods is an example of 
hyperbole or exaggeration often employed by Metaphysical poets. The allusions and hyperbole 
continue to appear in the last stanza. 

The third stanza opens with another scientific allusion. The speaker mentions the natural 
phenomenon called ebb and flow which causes the increase in the water level of seas due to the 
gravitational pull of the moon. The speaker warns his beloved about the danger she causes to 
his life by shedding tears. The water of these tears can mix with the water of the sea and can 
thus drown him. So, just as the moon contributes to the swelling of water of seas the beloved 
does the same by weeping incessantly. This exaggeration continues and the speaker claims that 
the sighs heaved by the beloved provoke and persuade the winds to blow aggressively and cause 
storm in the sea which can ultimately sink his ship and drown him. She should therefore stop 
weeping because her tears and sighs do more harm to the lover by increasing his chances of 
dying at the sea. 

Toward the end of the stanza the speaker presents another argument to forbid his beloved from 
weeping. He reminds the beloved of their close association and asserts that they breathe the 
same breath. The more one of them sighs the more that partner wastes the breath of the other 
and reduces the other’s span of life. She must therefore not heave sighs and let him live long. 
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5.6 Love’s Infiniteness
If yet I have not all thy love,

Dear, I shall never have it all;

I cannot breathe one other sigh, to move,

Nor can intreat one other tear to fall;

And all my treasure, which should purchase thee—

Sighs, tears, and oaths, and letters—I have spent.

Yet no more can be due to me,

Than at the bargain made was meant;

If then thy gift of love were partial,

That some to me, some should to others fall,

Dear, I shall never have thee all.

Or if then thou gavest me all,

All was but all, which thou hadst then;

But if in thy heart, since, there be or shall

New love created be, by other men,

Which have their stocks entire, and can in tears,

In sighs, in oaths, and letters, outbid me,

This new love may beget new fears,

For this love was not vow'd by thee.

And yet it was, thy gift being general;

The ground, thy heart, is mine; whatever shall

Grow there, dear, I should have it all.

Yet I would not have all yet,

He that hath all can have no more;

And since my love doth every day admit

New growth, thou shouldst have new rewards in store;

Thou canst not every day give me thy heart,

If thou canst give it, then thou never gavest it;

Love's riddles are, that though thy heart depart,

It stays at home, and thou with losing savest it;
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But we will have a way more liberal,

Than changing hearts, to join them; so we shall

Be one, and one another's all.

The poem consists of thirty three lines and divided into three stanzas of eleven lines each. There 
is a kind of refrain used in the poem since the last line of each stanza is somehow similar: ‘I 
shall never have thee all’, ‘I should have it all’ and ‘’one another’s all’. The speaker in this poem 
addresses his beloved whom he calls ‘Dear’. 

Like all Donne’s poems the speaker in this poem argues about love. However, the interesting 
aspect of this poem is that the speaker though talks about love he uses vocabulary borrowed 
from the fields of commerce and trade. He uses expressions such as ‘purchase’, ‘spend’, 
‘bargain’, ‘stocks’, ‘outbid’ etc. Besides, Donne also makes his speaker present different 
paradoxes or contrasting ideas in the poem. He also solves these paradoxes in the last lines of 
the poem by making an offer of unification to his beloved.

The poem opens with the sense of hopelessness expressed by the speaker who despite all his 
efforts fails to get all the love of his beloved and he believes that he can never have it. This sense 
of despair is further reinforced when the speaker says that the he can no more shed a tear or 
breathe a sigh to convince her of his love because he has exhausted his capital consisting of 
commodities like ‘sighs, tears, and oaths, and letters’. He is thus unable to buy her love. He 
believes that part of this commercial transaction of love is that some of it should go to her other 
lovers too and consequently he ‘shall never have thee all.’

In the second stanza he ponders over the possibility of getting his beloved’s affection. If in future 
she gives him her love it will be a ‘new love’ created by the other lovers who like him have 
spent their capital for buying her love. He envies their resourcefulness because they manage to 
‘outbid’ him and buy her love. He is a jealous and insecure lover who despises the fact that his 
beloved’s fondness for him is a ‘gift in general’ the stanza ends with an assertive note by the 
speaker who claims that his beloved’s heart is his property and whatever yield it produces it 
belongs to him.

The third stanza begins with a paradox: the speaker can have all her love and yet he won’t be 
able to have any more. Love he believes is a dynamic entity and it grows and develops, and it 
cannot stagnate. So even though she gives him her love it continues to grow and therefore needs 
more capital to buy it. He then mentions another paradox that though lovers give their hearts 
away, yet they keep their hearts. 

The poem ends with a solution to these paradoxes. The speaker suggests that instead of giving 
their hearts to each other the lovers should ‘join them’. He is probably proposing unification 
through the institution of marriage. The conjugal union is more effective and long-lasting as 
compared to temporary stints of fleeting affection. Their loves once united can create infinite 
possibilities of growth and expansion.

5.7 Holy Sonnets

 Thou hast made me, and shall thy work decay?

Thou hast made me, and shall thy work decay?

Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste,
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I run to death, and death meets me as fast,

And all my pleasures are like yesterday;

I dare not move my dim eyes any way,

Despair behind, and death before doth cast

Such terror, and my feebled flesh doth waste

By sin in it, which it towards hell doth weigh.

Only thou art above, and when towards thee

By thy leave I can look, I rise again;

But our old subtle foe so tempteth me,

That not one hour I can myself sustain;

Thy grace may wing me to prevent his art,

And thou like adamant draw mine iron heart.

This holy sonnet is modeled after the Italian or Patrician sonnet and consists of an octave and a 
sestet. Like Donne’s other poems, this sonnet begins abruptly in the typical unconventional style 
of Metaphysical poetry. The speaker addresses and questions God. He claims that he is a 
creation of God and asks Him if He would let His creation rot and perish. Despite being 
aggressive the speaker seems to have great confidence in God and, therefore, in the next line he 
asks God to ‘repair’ him. His desire to get fixed again by his creator is based on the fact that he 
is about to die, and he wants to regain his previous status before his worldly life ends. 
Apparently, he is referring to physical deterioration in old age which has made his body ‘feeble’ 
and his eyesight ‘dim’ and, therefore, he wants God to recover his health. But in the following 
lines he mentions the weakening of his spirit due to his sinful activities of life.

In the third line of the sonnet, Donne personifies death and presents it as a rival advancing 
towards him. He is not afraid of death and moves towards it with equal enthusiasm. This is a 
picturesque presentation of a man fearlessly heading towards death as if it is a duel combat 
between him and his rival. The likely encounter with death compels him to regain his previous 
strength which he has lost because of the life of debauchery he has spent. He recalls his sinful 
past and feels ashamed of his wicked deeds. His soul suffers from the anguish caused by the 
sins he has committed in his life. He is terrified of afterlife in hell.

After depicting his miserable life and the likely end he is going to meet in afterlife, he appeals 
to God for salvation. He declares that his only hope lies in the mercy of God. He firmly believes 
that if his sins weigh down his spirit, God’s benevolence and kindness will rescue him and he 
will manage to ‘rise again. He then admits that he is tempted by Satan whom he calls ‘our old 
subtle foe’ thus referring to Satan’s driving Adam and Eve out of Paradise. He insists that he 
cannot protect himself against the attacks of Satan unless God protects him. Here Donne depicts 
Satan as a clever and tactful enemy who always observes man and never misses any opportunity 
to trap and mislead him. 

The sonnet ends with a strong hope that God will rescue him despite his recklessness and 
disobedience. In the last line of the sonnet, Donne presents a paradox or contradictory statement. 
He claims that the wicked life he has led has hardened his heart which is now a piece of iron but 
he hopes it will be saved by the magnet of God’s mercy since this ‘iron heart’ cannot help getting 
attracted toward the pulling ‘adamant’.
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  5.8 Death, be not proud
Death, be not proud, though some have called thee

Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;

For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow

Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me.

From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be,

Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow,

And soonest our best men with thee do go,

Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery.

Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men,

And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell,

And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well

And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then?

One short sleep past, we wake eternally

And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.

Donne in this sonnet uses the model of English sonnet and divides the fourteen lines in three 
parts two quatrains and a couplet. In this sonnet Donne uses the literary device called apostrophe 
which he also used in the poem The Sun Rising. He addresses the abstract idea of Death. He, in 
fact, personifies Death and presents it as an arrogant person who goes around boasting about his 
power and strength.

In the first quatrain, Donne challenges Death and claims that he is not as powerful and 
frightening as he claims to be. He argues that Death boasts it ‘overthrows’ people but the fact is 
that they do not die. He later takes up this point again and explains his argument. 

In the second quatrain, Donne discusses ideas related to Death. He refers to sleep which is a 
form of Death but is not as horrifying as Death. It relaxes human beings and makes them happy. 
Moreover, Death embraces virtuous and pious men and puts their bodies to rest and transports 
their souls to afterlife. 

In the third quatrain, Donne reminds Death that it relies on ‘fate’ or ‘chance’ as well as rulers 
who order killing people and also criminals who commit murders. Besides, Death can be caused 
by taking poison or in war and because of illness. He again mentions sleep and the effects of 
drugs producing a hangover. These temporary states of inactivity, lull and respite resemble 
Death but they give pleasure and that is why people love them and desire for them. By means 
of these comparisons he manages to belittle and demean Death.

The last two lines of the sonnet are a couplet and they sum up the points mentioned in the 
quatrains. Donne claims that Death is nothing, but a short sleep meant to transport man to 
afterlife. Therefore, when a person dies, he ultimately wakes up in a world where he becomes 
eternal, so in afterlife Death ceases to exist and it dies.

Summary Points
i. John Donne introduced the strain of Metaphysical poetry in English literature.

ii. He lived in 16th and 17th centuries and besides poetry, he wrote prose and was also 
known for his eloquent speeches which he delivered from the pulpit.
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iii. Some other English poets in the seventeenth century followed the footsteps of Donne 
and produced Metaphysical poetry.

iv. The Metaphysical poets rebelled against the conventional English poetry and introduced 
new trends.

v. The Metaphysical poetry employs a vast range of topics both secular and religious.
vi. The characteristic features of this poetry are presentation of arguments, use of pun, 

paradoxes and conceits.
vii. Metaphysical poetry frequently uses conceits which are extended comparisons between 

dissimilar objects.
viii. Donne’s most popular poem is ‘A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning’ and in it he uses 

a conceit and compares the two lovers with a pair of compasses.

Self-Assessment Questions
1. Draw a list of different allusions Donne has used in his poems included in your 

syllabus.
2. What are the different names Donne uses for the Sun in his poem ‘The Sun 

Rising’?
3. What tasks does the speaker suggest the sun should be doing instead of teasing 

the lovers?
4. What are the points of similarity between the couple of lovers and a pair of 

compasses as mentioned in the poem ‘A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning’?
5. How does the speaker of the poem ‘A Valediction: Forbidding Weeping’ 

forbids his beloved from weeping?
6. Draw a list of the words mentioned in the poem ‘Lovers’ Infiniteness’ which 

are used in the field of commerce.
7. State in your words the argument and counterargument given by the poet in the 

sonnet ‘Thou hast made me’.
8. How does the poet in the sonnet ‘Death be not proud’ prove that Death is not 

as horrifying as it appears to be?
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Overview 
This unit deals with one of the most celebrated and universally acknowledged classical English 
poet of great literary merit John Milton. The unit commences with a brief biographical sketch 
of the poet and moves on to provide a condensed description of Milton’s age to familiarize you 
with the political, social and religious conditions responsible for the making of a great literary 
genius. The unit, also, includes an exhaustive discussion on Milton as poet and salient features 
of the poetry he produced. The unit culminates by providing a brief introduction to the great 
epic poem Paradise Lost with a particular focus on its stylistic features as well as portrayal of 
Satan. 

Objectives 
After studying this unit, you will be able to

i. present a brief biographical account of Milton
ii. comment on some of the major works of Milton

iii. describe Milton’s age as highly critical, transitional and redefining period in the history 
of England

iv. discuss Milton as a poet
v. identify salient features of his poetry

vi. describe the defining features of Paradise Lost as a classical epic
vii. highlight stylistic features of Paradise Lost

viii. critically assess Paradise Lost as a reflection of poet’s revolutionary poetic, political and 
religious ideologies

ix. situate the great epic poem in its political and religious context
x. critically evaluate character portrayal of Satan in the poem

6.1 Introduction 
John Milton, one of the most prominent and highly acclaimed English poet and polemicist, was 
born in London on December 9, 1608. Milton exhibited a unique love for learning during the 
childhood period of his life which he certainly inherited from his father who had great literary 
taste and was a well reputed gentleman of London. His name was, also, John Milton who was a 
Catholic by birth but embraced the Protestant faith in the later years of his life. Consequently, 
he was disowned by Milton’s grandfather who was a staunch Catholic. It was Milton’s father 
who was credited for providing a congenial environment to Milton which was not only 
conducive to learning but also developed his faculties of logic and reasoning. He greatly 
influenced perceptive and impressionistic mind of young Milton who was deeply interested in 
great scholarly works of ancient and modern times. Thus, right from his childhood, it was 
evident that Milton was destined to accomplish great things in his life. 

Milton was fortunate that his father instilled in him a unique love for learning which was further 
refined and strengthened when he studied works produced in Greek, Latin and Hebrew and thus 
developed acumen for both classical and modern literatures. He had a great fondness for his 
predecessor Edmund Spenser and studied his works diligently. The extensive exposure to the 
works of literary classics not only satisfied his intellectual quest but also provided him great 
poetic ideas. 

Milton’s initial experimentation of composing verses was in both English and Latin. He was 
greatly appreciated for exhibiting remarkable skill in Latin, a rare occurrence after the 
Renaissance period. It was during those formative years of his life when he was studying at 
Cambridge to earn his BA and MA degrees in 1628 and 1632 respectively, Milton wrote his 
first great poem in English in 1629 which was titled as ‘Ode on the Morning of Christ’s 
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Nativity’. It was a characteristic representation of a literary genius in making. His initial poems 
were a true representation of characteristic feature of Elizabethan verse.  

After completing his education at Cambridge, Milton passionately devoted himself to acquire 
knowledge in languages, literature and scriptures. The sublimity and loftiness of his poetic 
thought is essentially grounded in classical literature which finds its best reflection in Milton’s 
poetry. Like the classicists of his time, he believed that through hard work and persistence, his 
poetic talent and abilities could be enhanced, refined and improved. 

Milton was not only a great poet but also a polemicist of great merit. He wrote Areopagitica in 
1944 which is highly acknowledged and considered to be the most influential work ever 
produced in the favour of free speech. It is written in condemnation of censorship of books 
before their publication. Milton was of the opinion that people should be given freedom to read 
all sorts of books and they should use reason to choose from them instead of removing them 
through censorship. He, further, believed that without the knowledge of evil, a man cannot 
choose wisely. He grounded his intellectual and religious philosophy on Biblical story of first 
disobedience and believed that God made man ‘just and right’ but also ‘free to fall’ and without 
having freedom of self  determination and free will, man’s love for God would be just  an 
obligation rather than ‘true allegiance’. He practiced reformative ideas in religion and advocated 
the right of individuals to draw their own interpretations of Bible. As a true humanist of his age, 
Milton’s poetry is a finest reflection of medieval philosophy treated with Renaissance spirit and 
presented in the exuberance of neo classical form and style. Milton’s great epic poem Paradise 
Lost was published in 1663 and a year later Milton wrote Paradise Regained and in 1667 came 
the masterpiece of classical tragedy Samson Agonistes. With these classic works the poetical 
era of great literary genius came to an end. Milton died in 1674 at the age of 66.

6.2 The Age of Milton
Though born and brought up in a devout Protestant family, Milton lived, experienced and 
participated in one of the most turbulent times of the history of England which was marked by 
religious controversies and political upheavals.  However, throughout his life, he never remained 
a passive spectator of unfolding history, rather he actually contributed in shaping it in his own 
capacity whether as the secretary for foreign tongues for Cromwell’s Council of State or as a 
poet assuming the status of a seer or visionary. 

These were highly critical, transitional and redefining years in the history of England. England 
witnessed a willingness to embrace modern ideals at the expense of medieval ones. Widespread 
popularity of Protestantism was slowly and gradually weakening the hold of Roman Catholicism 
in the life of people. In 17th century England, religion dominated both private and public spheres 
individually and collectively. Religion assumed the most integral place in an individual’s life. 
No one was allowed to challenge deep rooted religious doctrines and dogmas. However, 
Protestant faith emphasized personal readings and interpretations of Bible which slowly 
loosened the hold of church in the life of people and consequently religious dogmatic beliefs 
were replaced by logical and rational theological ideas. Milton was not a heretic, but he strongly 
advocated individual freedom in the matters related to religious faith. For him, religion was a 
personal matter and it was not within the jurisdiction of the state to impose its religious ideology 
on its citizens.  His insistence on religious freedom is often reflected in the poetry he produced.  

During the age of Milton, democratic ideals of liberty and equality of mankind were gradually 
challenging the doctrine of sovereignty and divinity of the king. As an outcome of the clash 
between the king and the parliament, the political environment was chaotic which led to the civil 
war turmoiled by the execution of the King Charles I and fleeing of Charles II to France. It is 
not surprising to find out that Milton played a key role in the civil war and declared the act of 
execution to be ‘lawful’ which brought a ‘tyrant’ and ‘wicked’ king to death. However, the 
Restoration of 1660 changed the entire political landscape and all those parliamentarians who 
were directly responsible for the political crises and civil war were persecuted. However, the 
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king announced general amnesty except for those who were primarily responsible for political 
uprising leading to the execution of Charles I. 

Though, Milton escaped death penalty through the amnesty act, but these were hard times on 
both public and personal levels. It was a time period when his books were publicly burnt on the 
orders of the king. These were the times when Milton was going through the most turbulent 
phase of his life. Keeping in view Milton’s humanist approach to life as a committed scholar, it 
is not surprising to find that a significant proportion of Paradise Lost was written during this 
turbulent phase of his life which was marked by a sheer state of isolation, financial problems 
and defamation. Matters were made worse by his failing eyesight. However, aging Milton 
gained strength from his family and friends who insisted him to compose the grand epic poem 
which remains unrivalled throughout the history of English poetry. Thus, Milton survived hard 
tests of his times and practically demonstrated his humanistic ideals which championed man’s 
free will and self determination. 

These unprecedented incidents of English politics accounted for the well pronounced political 
allegories in the Paradise Lost. During these turbulent times, England became the hub of 
extensive literary activities. Pamphlets were extensively utilized to discuss emotionally charged 
ideas and controversial political and religious issues. It is not surprising to find that Milton was 
a key figure of the English literary scene. He always took a keen interest and as his inherent 
Christian duty to bring reforms both in the functions and practices of English Church and State. 
His was particularly interested and aspired for the remarkable virtues of liberty whether in 
England or anywhere else in the world. 

These turbulent times had a powerful impact on the intellectual consciousness of the poet. He 
was disillusioned with a number of political and national issues of serious nature. His 
disillusionment grew tense on the basis of his personal crises. Nevertheless, his contextual state 
of affairs served to be a powerful force in developing his poetic genius. Milton reflected true 
spirit of humanism in his unique love of learning. Well versed in the literature produced by 
classicists, he was destined to a achieve great things in divinely inspired poetry. He wanted to 
be a reformer who could approach world as a rationalist, learned and cultivated poet to bring 
some positive change in religious and political perceptions and ideologies of his time.

Paradise Lost, undoubtedly, is the embodiment of poet’s revolutionary poetic, political and 
religious ideologies. However, Milton was not a revolutionary by birth, and it was essentially a 
product of his love for learning, his scholarly approach to the reality of life as well as prevalent 
social, religious and political condition of his time. Right from his childhood, he was curious to 
unmask the hidden reality of man’s survival conditions which was, further, supplemented by his 
young life’s fascination with the highly ambivalent and complex ideas and perspectives of the 
old age. In short, Milton’s age greatly influenced not only his poetic perceptions and sensibilities 
but also the works he produced during his lifetime.

6.3 Milton as a Poet

Milton, undoubtedly, carved his name on the canvas of English poetry with such grandeur and 
glory which remains unparalleled in the history of English poetry.  His love for learning, his 
exposure to ancient and modern literature of great scholars as well as command on various 
classic and modern languages enabled him to write poetry in a unique way which became his 
characteristic feature. His poetic genius remains matchless in the history of English poetry as he 
possessed unique linguistic as well as intellectual strengths and capabilities. He was a literary 
genius in the true sense of the term. 

Milton’s acute observation of prevailing social, cultural, political and religious conditions of his 
times served as a catalyst for his poetic ideas. He was well versed with classic Greek and Latin 
literatures which find their reflection in the form of literary allusions throughout the narrative 
of his great epic poem Paradise Lost. As stated earlier, he was a true rationalist and often 
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challenged religious dogmas and emphasized self determination and free will. Milton’s 
contextual sensibility finds its deep reflection in the poetry he composed. The intellectual design 
of his poetry is largely determined and shaped by the dominant influences of his times. 

His keen interest in philosophical and theological doctrines proved worthwhile for the 
expression of his poetic excellence. Milton’s poetic scope was immense in nature. He was fluent 
in Latin and composed such poetic verses in Latin which could have created feelings of envy in 
great classicists of his age. He had excellent command on Greek and Hebrew as well as on 
French and Italian. During his youth, he wrote several sonnets about love in Italian. It was partly 
because of the reason that he read literature produced in all these languages and partly because 
of his experimentation of composing verses in these languages that he is recognized as one of 
the greatest English poets. 

Milton was blessed with such linguistic and intellectual resources which hardly any of his 
contemporaries had ever acquired. Among the classists, these were Virgil, Homer and Horace 
who particularly influenced Milton’s literary genius and his poetic style. He imitated the style 
of these classic masters in the poems which he created during the youthful period of his life. 
Milton was not only well versed in classical poetry, but he paid equal attention to drama. He, 
particularly, admired the great quality of Greek tragedies. He was equally interested in 
Elizabethan and Jacobian theater with particular reference to the great dramatists Marlowe, 
Johnson and Shakespeare. Their writings had a profound impact on developing his literary 
genius.  

Keeping in view Milton’s scholarly and rationalistic approach to life, it is not surprising to find 
that Milton’s humanistic spirt remains triumphant even in the turbulent times of political, 
personal and intellectual solitude. It was during these times that Milton created Paradise Lost 
which is the finest and chief representative of his poetic, polemicist, scholarly and rhetorical 
abilities. This great epic poet treats a biblical theme with the Renaissance spirit and is deeply 
grounded in English politics, conflicts and ideology. 

Milton was a deeply rooted humanist both in his philosophy and approach to life. He greatly 
celebrated man’s logical and rational faculties. He believed that man, being the center of the 
universe, must exercise his free will not only in worldly matters to resolve problems of life but 
also in theological and spiritual matters to overcome his sinful imperfections. Though he 
believed in the Biblical idea of man’s first disobedience and its inherent devastating implications 
for the entire humanity, but he was also convinced of the idea that a man may regain the lost 
paradise through learning and application of logical and rational thinking, ‘A paradise within 
thee, happier far’ (Paradise Lost, XII. 587).

Milton’s poetic genius is best represented through his great epic poem. The intellectual subject 
matter of Paradise Lost is deeply rooted in both the Protestant and humanist philosophies, 
traditions and practices of an age in which Milton was born, brought up and educated.  
Protestantism and humanism were the chief forces responsible for influencing and shaping his 
perception and thinking. As a staunch Protestant, Milton believed and promoted the right of 
every individual to interpret the unadulterated divine truth for themselves specially in the 
matters pertaining to one’s religious and spiritual domains thereby seeking redemption from 
sinful life.   

Though, it is true that Milton was neither a theologian nor a political thinker in the conventional 
sense of the terms, nevertheless his highly original and skillful narrative synthesis of these ideas 
is poetically enabling in the presentation of his great argument and deciphering the intellectual 
complexity of the poem.  Milton's consciousness was never inhibited by rigid notions, rather as 
a true humanist, his thinking was always evolving, and he always adjusted his point of view in 
accordance with the contextual and temporal realities of his life. Therefore, grounding Milton’s 
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ideas presented in Paradise Lost in his earlier prose, in an attempt to appreciate the intellectual 
complexity of the poem, can be quite misleading. 

Literary critics are not sure of the mechanism which Milton adopted to compose Paradise Lost 
in the state of his blindness. Whether he recited it to someone who composed it for him, nothing 
is known with certainty. Moreover, authentic information is not available pertaining to the 
revisions of earlier drafts of the long narrative poem. However, we have historical evidence of 
when did actually Milton start writing his great epic drafts and fragments which were preserved 
in Milton’s notebook. These were most commonly written during the 1630s and early 1640s 
which revealed the idea that Milton was planning to write a poem on the biblical story of first 
disobedience of man for quite some time, before he actually composed Paradise Lost.  

Milton had a multifarious approach to poetry. He did not restrict himself to one particular genre 
of poetry rather he constantly experimented different forms of poetry. This practice not only 
enabled him to assess his poetic expression but also served as a fruitful engagement to find the 
most suitable genre for his great epic poem ever produced in English language. Milton’s earlier 
compositions of the poem were finally transformed into this classical epic which is appreciated 
not only on the basis of sheer complexity of its intellectual design but also unrivalled aesthetic 
appeal of its rhetoric. 

6.4 Paradise Lost as an Epic
Paradise Lost, undoubtedly, is the highly acclaimed classical epic which deals with theological 
and Biblical ideas of first disobedience of man. The poem consists of twelve books and is one 
of lengthiest poems ever written in English language. The poem was originally published in ten 
books; however, it was the second as well as the last edition in Milton’s life which was printed 
in twelve books presumably to match the classical model of Virgil’s Aeneid which itself was 
half of Homer’s twenty four books epic design.  

Milton was, initially, contemplating to write a dramatic poem based on the first sin, however, 
he finally decided to choose epic as a suitable genre for the narrative scope of the ‘great 
argument’ of the poem.  However, this is just a speculation, we are not sure of the exact reasons 
of preferring an epic poem to a dramatic one. Maybe, it was because of his classically 
conceptualized and elevated view of the epic genre which compelled him to select it to present 
the subject matter which its universal appeal. 

In order to truly appreciate the serious nature of subject matter in its complex totality and to 
reflect on the grand questions it poses about the survival conditions of fallen humanity, it 
becomes necessary to situate Milton’s great epic historically and intellectually in its time, and 
exploring some of its major themes as they emerge from these contexts. The great epic poem 
still continues to produce a diverse range of interpretations which is a clear reflection of 
monumental scholarship and insight of the poet. Besides all of its timeless qualities and 
universal appeal, Paradise Lost is also a product of its time as well as Milton’s extraordinary 
English Protestant imagination embedded in the spirit of humanism. Though, the epic poem 
enjoys a unique canonical status and the poet as a prophet contextualizes the poem’s abstract 
theological and philosophical ideas in the backdrop of first sin of man and Satan’s rebellion but 
it remains rooted in the political and historical narrative of English civil war and longing for a 
republican commonwealth.

In the classical tradition, the thematic concern of an epic poem is a matter of unique significance 
historically, politically or religiously. Moreover, the versification of an epic poem is equally 
remarkable and is of certain grandeur and glory. The theological and metaphysical nature of the 
theme of Paradise Lost qualifies the epic to be of the first rank. Milton’s rhetorical style in 
Paradise Lost is highly skillful and reflective of Milton’s command on various languages. The 
poem is replete with numerous stylistic devices skillfully employed to heighten the seriousness 
of the subject matter which concerns the entire humanity. The intellectual design and rhetorical 
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structure of the great epic poem places Milton next to Homer and Virgil in poetic splendor and 
glory. Thus, the poem’s universal space, time, purpose and characterization make it stand unique 
in the world’s great epic poems ever produced and rightfully enable the poet to declare ‘things 
unattempted yet in prose or rhyme’. 

Moreover, Paradise Lost has all the essential characteristic features which the great Greek 
philosopher Aristotle described of an epic poem. Unity of its action, sublimity and loftiness of 
its ideas, cosmic appeal of its subject matter classify it to be an epic, a vivid representation of 
classical scholarship and Biblical learning of its poet who was shaped by Renaissance and 
Reformation influences grounded in humanism with the religious fervour of puritanism. Thus, 
glory of the epic poem lies in the fact that it treats a medieval and Biblical theme with 
Renaissance spirit. Majority of the literary critics describe Paradise Lost with respect to loftiness 
and sublimity of its intellectual design. Both of these descriptors are used so frequently that they 
often appear to collocate with the poem.

Moreover, an epic poem is considered to pose a serious challenge to the poetic genius with 
respect to its conventions, but Milton’s work ranks him with the greatest epic poets of antiquity. 
Paradise Lost is the finest reflection of Milton’s humanist ideas which is an excellent synthesis 
of European literary traditions and of biblical, classical and medieval literatures. Paradise Lost 
is nothing short of a poetic masterpiece. It would not be an exaggeration to declare this most 
influential poem setting the foundations of modern poetic theory. To conclude, Paradise Lost is 
nothing short of a great epic poem and truly exhibits all the defining features of a classical epic 
highlighted by great Greek philosopher Aristotle. 

6.5 Stylistic Features of Paradise Lost
Paradise Lost deals with highly sublime and metaphysical ideas of salvation and damnation. 
The epic is the finest synthesis of Milton’s imagination, creativity and versification. His diction 
and style truly exhibit his poetic excellence. The larger socio-cultural conditions prevalent at 
the time of Milton had a profound impact on his poetry both with respect to the subject matter 
and narrative presentation with particular reference to Paradise Lost. Both the classics as well 
as contemporary literatures shaped Milton’s poetic perception and practice. He had a prophetic 
sense of poetic authority. Paradise Lost presents lexical, idiomatic and syntactic flexibility of 
Milton’s versification. His poetic diction is a finest assimilation of various linguistic registers 
and repertoire marked by purposeful sublimity and loftiness originating from generic decorum. 
The metre of Paradise Lost is iambic blank verse. To deeply comprehend and appreciate poetic 
and narrative value of the poem, it becomes logical to understand its stylistic features to 
understand Milton’s poetic engagement with the subject matter. 

Besides the intellectual design of Paradise Lost, it is the poem’s rhetorical structure which 
elevates its rank as one of the greatest epic poems of all times. The poem has a complex syntactic 
structure which creates coherence in the poem’s overall argument. Syntactic complexity of the 
poem as well as its idiomatic expressions and prosody are highly indebted to Milton’s 
excellencies as a prose polemicist. He was expert in the art of oratory right from his Cambridge 
days. His argumentative skills were so powerful that he could debate on any side of the argument 
with intense logic and reasoning. He made extensive use of rhetorical devices to make his 
argument both powerful and persuasive.  Not only the subject matter but also the style of poetic 
narration of Milton with special reference to his Latinate syntax, idiomatic expressions and 
imagery makes the poem stand unique in English poetry.

Milton uses numerous poetic and literary devices not only to enhance aesthetic appeal of its 
narrative but for the fruitful engagement with its complex intellectual design. The most 
important of which are his frequent intertextual allusions to classical mythology and literature, 
the Bible and other textual and scholarly sources and ideas. The extensive use of allusions 
reveals his ardent engagement with classic and modern literatures of his times.  As stated earlier, 
these allusions are not merely added to enhance aesthetic appeal of the pome with respect to its 
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narrative structure and complexity of expression, but these are employed to enhance richness of 
its intellectual argument and add multiple layers of meanings in a very complex yet subtle ways. 
Similarly, Milton’s epic similes serve an identical function and are formulated on the epic 
traditions of Homer and Virgil.  

Milton’s aim was not simply to tell a familiar Biblical story with a few narrative embellishments 
but to fully engage his readers emotionally and intellectually in the main argument about man’s 
first disobedience and loss of an eternal place of bliss and happiness. The non-linear structure 
of the poem is not simply meant to enhance structural complexity but to encourage an engaging 
interpretative process by exciting readers’ response and multiple perspectives about the 
devastating consequences of devilish pursuits and deprivation of divine mercy.   

The narrative structure of the great epic poem runs on two levels simultaneously. One is the 
literal level of the first sin leading to fall and the second level is the reader’s metaphorical 
perceptions and sensibilities, relying on the reader’s prior knowledge of the story heightening 
the hopelessness of the unfolding tragedy. For example, when in Book I the narrator compares 
the devils’ military host gathering on a field in hell to ‘locusts, warping on the eastern wind, / 
That o’er the realm of impious Pharaoh hung’ (I. 341–2), the simile does not just diminish the 
devils to a plague of swarming insects, but highlights the terror of God’s wrath on those who 
disobey His sovereign will. In short, Paradise Lost’s stylistic appeal and richness of its 
expression is a vivid reflection of poet’s command on ancient and modern literatures of his times 
as well as several languages of unique literary, cultural and political significance.

6.6 Portrayal of Satan 
Paradise Lost is a unique evidence of poetic grandeur which occupies the most prominent 
position in English poetry. It is also a finest synthesis of the poet's imaginative and creative 
powers as well as his stylistic skills. The poem celebrates the notions of love for freedom and 
free will which were the most representative attributes of Renaissance. Paradise Lost is also 
grounded in the humanistic spirit of Renaissance which presents a conflict between 
predestination and free will through the story of first sin. Though, Paradise Lost has attained a 
prominent position in the classical poetry and is much appreciated for the loftiness and sublimity 
of its intellectual design, nevertheless it is has also been subjected to much scholarly critique 
particularly with reference to who is the real protagonist of the poem. 

Milton delineates the character of Satan with much vivid details. Right in the beginning of the 
great epic poem, after the exposition of ‘great argument’ and invocation of ‘heaven’ly Muse’, 
Milton captures the image of falling Satan, ‘With hideous ruin and combustion down / To 
bottomless perdition’ (I. 46–7). In fact, this is the very first character which is presented in 
much details in the great epic poem besides a mere mentioning of Adam and Eve in the 
Prologue. Paradise Lost presents the image of Satan in all of its glory and grandeur. Perplexed 
by the miserable loss of divine grace, burning with the anguish of hatred and revenge, trapped 
in the horrible clime of hell intensified by the constant addition of Sulphur, the ‘new possessor’ 
of the hell arouses fear and sympathy in its readers.   

To quote the famous words of the Romantic poet William Blake, Milton was of the ‘devil’s 
party without knowing it’, or worse, ‘knowingly of devil’s party’ as he delineated a very 
sympathetic figure of Satan. These are the literary critics who decipher deeper meanings in 
narrator’s framing argument and give subjective judgement on who was the real hero of the 
Paradise Lost.

Milton is often subjected to much scholarly critique for portraying Satan as a defiant yet 
unyielding soul capable of performing heroic deeds by challenging supremacy of God. His 
rebellious nature knows no bounds and is capable of creating chaos and wage a war in the holy 
land against the will of God who is capable of disintegrating him into nothingness. Satan is fully 
aware and conscious of the mighty power of God, nevertheless he does not hesitate to exercise 
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his free will and challenge His supremacy. It is on the basis of these characteristic features of 
Satan which have generated the debate whether or not Satan is the real hero of Paradise Lost. 

Though Milton’s aim in Paradise Lost was to justify God’s ways to man and he narrates the 
story of Satan as inherently evil but nevertheless despite of the narrator’s voice, Satan towers 
above all other characters of the epic poem and surpasses them in his highly pronounced rhetoric  
and resilience to seek revenge. Satan’s early speeches reflect grandeur and persuasive rhetorical 
powers that overshadows narrator’s obvious desires about the true interpretations of the 
narrative. In other words, far from justifying the ways of God to man, Milton’s poem succeeds 
only in showing a paradoxical opposition of the goodness in humanity and the glory of God. 

However, there are some critics who defend Paradise Lost vigorously and do not find any 
atypical deviations in the character portrayal of Satan. They are of the opinion that Milton 
intentionally presented seductive picture of the Satan to reveal the idea that evil is always 
tempting and overpowering.  They believe that this interpretation of Satan’s depiction as the 
hero of the poem is faulty as man’s faculties of logic and reasoning are limited and cannot 
perceive Godly wisdom of grand design. Moreover, the reader’s understanding is faulty as they 
are also inherently sinful because of the first disobedience as every man symbolizes Adam and 
Eve. Despite of the supportive views of critics about Milton’s intellectual design, the argument 
regarding who is true protagonist of the epic poem is still relevant even after exhaustive 
scholarly debates and reflections. One can very safely formulate the proposition that Satan 
predominantly overpowers the cosmic landscape in the first three books of the epic poem. 
Milton’s references to the military heroes and council of devils as the council of war further 
heighten this effect. Even in a very deplorable position, Satan does not fail to generate the 
sentiments of sympathy and fear in the readers about the devastating consequences of free will. 

Satan possesses all the qualities of a protagonist and the entire intellectual design of the poem 
reveals that Milton was in fact in deep sympathy with Satan, the great rebel and the enemy of 
God who would most likely lose but for him it is better to fight and lose than not to fight at all. 
Milton saw in God the King of England surrounded by submissive and docile angels as by 
courtiers who spend their lives in feasting, singing and fighting in glorious wars. Though, Satan 
knows that he would most likely be eternally damned, but his defiant nature restricts him from 
obedience and seeking God’s mercy. He believes that his unconquerable will and defiant soul 
are capable of shaking the divine throne and challenging the monarchy of God. 

The most important factor that makes Satan heroic is his free will which influences him to rule 
the hell instead of serving heaven. However, it was a scheme of the intellectual design of the 
poem to make Satan lose his war against God because the epic is clearly grounded in Biblical 
story of first sin and its subject matter is to justify God’s ways to man.  Satan suffered because 
it was his personal choice to exercise his free will and not to seek redemption and salvation. 
Milton saves God from any unfair blame, exposes Satan for the ill deceiver he is and justifies 
the fall of man and other creatures. 

Milton, in fact,  wants his readers not just to read a narrative about the loss of paradise, but 
actually to experience the shame and guilt of the tragedy on a personal level, and he achieves 
this chiefly by encouraging the reader to sympathize with Satan and then bringing into play a 
competing and oppositional narrative which forces the reader to challenge this sinful sense of 
sympathy and shamefully regret it.

Apart from the criticism Milton’s Satan incites in its readers, he is the most celebrated 
character of the epic. His heroic grandeur, defiant soul, warrior like spirit to confront and 
challenge God’s authority and supremacy leave the reader in a state of confusion and 
bewilderment. Satan’s argumentative and rhetorical skills are reflective of the poet’s command 
on ancient and modern literatures and languages. Much of the tragic sympathy Satan incites 
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in readers is a product of tension between his tormented soul deprived of eternal grace and 
destined for eternal damnation and his personified figure of evil. 

There are moments in the poem when Satan dominates the entire landscape and questions the 
very principles on which divine justice rests. His compelling rhetorical skills question the very 
foundations on which theological system is founded. The hell, as depicted in Paradise Lost, is 
both a metaphorical abstraction as well as an abyss created by Godly curse. The detailed 
description of hellish horrors with its fumes which give no light and tempests without sound 
are enough to arouse the sentiments of fear and sympathy for Satan who was once an 
Archangel and next to God in authority and glory. 

Based on readers’ theological perspective, Satan’s tragic plight serves two basic functions. On 
one hand, a reader may identify themselves with the Satan keeping in view his heroic grandeur 
and his defiant soul leading thereby to the arousal of elements of sympathy. On the other hand, 
many readers would be relieved that divine justice has been done as a matter of their personal 
faith. Satanic loss of eternal grace is both personal as well as universal and it represents deep 
personal loss of humanity’s innocence synonymous with innate goodness. Thus, Paradise Loss 
is an epic poem about epic loss and Satan remains its most dominating figure owing to its 
unique character portrayal. 

Summary Points
i. John Milton is one of the most prominent and highly acclaimed English poets and 

polemicists of classical age.
ii. After completing his education at Cambridge, Milton passionately devoted himself to 

acquire knowledge in languages, literature and scriptures.
iii. Milton was blessed with unique linguistic and intellectual resources which hardly any 

of his contemporaries had ever acquired.
iv. Like the classicists of his time, he believed that through hard work and persistence, his 

poetic talent and abilities could be enhanced, refined and improved. 
v. Among the classists, these were Virgil, Homer and Horace who particularly influenced 

Milton’s literary genius and his poetic style.
vi. Milton’s initial experimentation of composing verses was in both English and Latin.

vii. The intellectual design of his poetry is largely determined and shaped by the dominant 
influences of his times. 

viii. Milton lived, experienced and participated in one of the most turbulent times of the 
history of England marked by religious controversies and political upheavals.

ix. The unprecedented incidents of English politics accounted for the well pronounced 
political allegories in the Paradise Lost.

x. Paradise Lost, undoubtedly, is the embodiment of poet’s revolutionary poetic, political 
and religious ideologies.

xi. Paradise Lost is the finest and chief representative of Milton’s poetic, polemicist, 
scholarly and rhetorical abilities.

xii. Paradise Lost is a classical epic which is appreciated not only on the basis of sheer 
complexity of its intellectual design but also unrivalled aesthetic appeal of its rhetorical 
structure. 

xiii. Though, the epic poem enjoys a unique canonical status, but it remains deeply rooted in 
political and religious upheavals of 17th England.

xiv. Milton uses numerous poetic and literary devices not only to enhance aesthetic appeal 
of its narrative but for the fruitful engagement with its complex intellectual design.

xv. Milton is often subjected to much scholarly critique for portraying Satan as a defiant 
yet unyielding soul capable of performing heroic deeds by challenging supremacy of 
God.
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Self-Assessment Questions

1. Draw a brief biographical sketch of Milton with special reference to some of his major 
works

2. Discuss Milton’s age with respect to political and religious upheavals of 17th England.
3. Critically evaluate Paradise Lost with reference to classical epic conventions.
4. Discuss in detail Milton as a poet.
5. Shelley comments, ‘Nothing can exceed the energy and magnificence of the character 

of Satan as expressed in Paradise Lost. …Milton’s Devil as a moral being is as far 
superior to his God, as one who perseveres in some purpose which he has conceived 
to be excellent in spite of adversity and torture is to one who in the cold security of 
undoubted triumph inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy...’ (A Defence 
of Poetry, 1821). Analyze the character of Satan with special reference to Shelley’s 
critical comment.
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Overview 
This unit deals with textual analysis of the great epic poem Paradise Lost (Book: I). It is 
pertinent to mention here that selection of the verses as well as analyses are representative 
rather than exhaustive in nature and aim to provide basic orientation so that the you may be  
able to critically analyze any selection from the poem while paying close attention to its grand 
intellectual design, rhetorical features and narrative structure. The significant proportion 
selected for analysis comprises of the opening verses of the poem dealing with the exposition 
of the great argument of the poem and invocation of heavenly Muse as well as selections from 
Satan’s first, second and third speeches. 

Objectives
After studying this unit, you will be able to 

i. understand the great argument of the poem
ii. appreciate  grand intellectual design of the great epic poem

iii. evaluate Milton’s claim ‘things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme’
iv. analyze critical progression from regret to resolve within the first speech of Satan 
v. analyze critical progression from contempt to decision within the second speech of 

Satan
vi. analyze critical progression from sadness to defiance within the third speech of 

Satan
vii. critically assess Satan’s character through his speeches by contextualizing it in the 

discussion made on portrayal of Satan in the previous unit
viii. describe rhetorical features of Satan’s speeches

ix. understand narrative structure of the poem
x. appreciate Milton’s poetic and polemicist qualities      

7.1 Argument (L. 1-26)

OF Mans First Disobedience, and the Fruit                                                           1
Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal tast                                                              
Brought Death into the World, and all our woe,                                                     
With loss of Eden, till one greater Man                                                                   
Restore us, and regain the blissful Seat,                                                                 5
Sing Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret top                                                               
Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire                                                                             
That Shepherd, who first taught the chosen Seed,                                                     
In the Beginning how the Heav'ns and Earth                                                             
Rose out of Chaos: or if Sion Hill                                                                         10
Delight thee more, and Siloa's brook that flow'd                                                      
Fast by the Oracle of God; I thence                                                                           
Invoke thy aid to my adventrous Song,                                                                      
That with no middle flight intends to soar                                                                  
Above th' Aonian Mount, while it pursues                                                             15
Things unattempted yet in Prose or Rhime.                                                                
And chiefly Thou, O Spirit, that dost prefer                                                               
Before all Temples th' upright heart and pure,                                                           
Instruct me, for Thou know'st; Thou from the first                                                     
Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread                                                     20
Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss                                                                
And mad'st it pregnant: What in me is dark                                                                
Illumin, what is low raise and support;                                                                       



73

That to the highth of this great Argument                                                                   
I may assert Eternal Providence,                                                                             25
And justifie the wayes of God to men.                                                                        

The very first sentence of the great epic poem introduces intellectual design of the poem. The 
subject matter of the great epic poem is very grave and of serious nature since it deals with the 
‘first disobedience’ of man which is both theological and Biblical in nature. Milton does not 
provide any preamble and stresses on ‘disobedience’ which has universal relevance and 
cosmic appeal. Exposition of the subject matter in the first few words of the poem serves as a 
skillful poetic technique to attract readers’ attention as well as generate seriousness in their 
response as the subject matter concerns the entire humanity. First disobedience, in the opening 
sentence, is a reference to the Biblical account of first transgression of Adam and Eve with its 
inherent implications for the rest of the mankind. It was an act of disobedience- of Omnipotent 
and Sovereign God. The very exposition of the intellectual design of the poem asserts poet’s 
prophetic authority in raising a subject matter which had great significance in the grand design 
of God as well as its devastating consequences for the entire humanity. According to the 
Biblical story, God created Adam and Eve and blessed them with the faculties of logic and 
reasoning, of free will and self determination but restricted them to eat the fruit of ‘forbidden 
tree’ which refers to the tree of knowledge, of good and evil. 

However, Adam and Eve fell a prey to Satan’s evil design, yielded to his temptation and 
disobeyed divine command. The deadly taste not only deprived Adam and Eve of God’s mercy 
but also introduced death, destruction and suffering into the life of entire humanity. According 
to the Christian faith, before the first disobedience, Adam and Eve were leading a blissful life 
in the Gardens of Eden but their deadly violation not only deprived them of their blissful state 
but also of their innocence. The sinful deed of transgression not only affected Adam and Eve 
but the entire humanity by bringing misfortunes and worries into the life of mankind.

In the fourth line, ‘one greater man’ refers to Jesus Christ who, according to the Christian 
belief, not only saved Adam and Eve, embodying the entire humanity, from the dreadful 
consequences of the first sin but also restored their blissful state of eminence and innocence 
in the form of paradise regained. In the first four sentences of the poem, the poet encapsulates 
the fateful incident in the trajectory of humanity and an indispensable element of grand design 
of the creator. In the sixth line of the poem, Milton follows traditional epic convention and 
invokes the classical Muse ‘Urania’ implying metaphysical and theological nature of the ‘great 
argument’. He refers to her as ‘heav’nly Muse’ but as the prologue moves forward, it becomes 
evident that classical Muse transforms into a Christian Muse, the Holy Spirit who resides on 
Mount Sinai. In the first few lines of the great epic poem, Milton draws on two traditions 
simultaneously, the classical epic tradition exemplified by great classical poets like Homer and 
Virgil as well as Christian tradition grounded in the Bible as well as Dante’s ‘Divine Comedy’ 
and Spenser’s ‘The Faerie Queene’. This invocation of heavenly Muse reveals Milton’s 
exposure to classical and ancient literatures of his times. 

Milton, then, gives the Biblical reference of the two mountains ‘of Oreb, or of ‘Sinai’ where 
Prophet Moses used to receive divine guidance. On mount Oreb, Moses witnessed the burning 
bushes and received the divine instruction to rescue Israelites from the evil shackles of 
Egyptian slavery. While on mount Sinai, Moses had a direct interaction with God and received 
divine law, commonly known as ten commandments, for Israelites. In sentence eight, 
‘shepherd’ is a direct reference to Moses who used to look after sheep before he was bestowed     
prophethood and started receiving divine revelations while ‘chosen seed’ refers to Israelites. 
Through this reference Milton implies that he wants to be enlightened in the same way by 
heavenly Muse as Moses received divine guidance. Thus, he asserts his prophetic authority as 
his ‘great argument’ also carries great significance since it deals with first disobedience, its 
devastating consequences for the humanity and justifying ways of God to men. 
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It must be evident by now that Paradise Lost begins in the middle of the narratological 
description of grand design. Chronologically speaking, the act of transgression occurs after the 
rebellion of Satan who denounced sovereignty and supremacy of God. Satan who was formerly 
an Archangel, next in power and glory only to God, waged a war against God and was defeated 
by the Omnipotent. Burning with the anguish of revenge he tempted Adam and Eve who 
yielded to his temptation and committed sinful act of transgression. After the exposition of the 
grand design of the poem and invoking of Muse, Milton describes universe as chaos before 
the creation of the heaven and earth. He, then, gives reference to Sion hill on which Jerusalem 
was built as well as Siloa’s spring near the holy place of Jerusalem and Oracle of God to invoke 
the powers of heavenly Muse to help him in full recognition of eternal providence and 
guidance in his ambitious purpose. 

Milton moves on to declare mighty nature of his ambition ‘things unattempted yet in prose or 
rhyme’. His bold assertion is reflective of his command on classical and modern literatures of 
his times produced in Greek, Latin, Hebrew and Italian, therefore, he confidently declares that 
though the subject matter has cosmic appeal, but it has never been addressed in either poetry 
or prose. This is reflective of his preparedness to treat the subject matter in an exceptional way 
both intellectually as well as stylistically. He invokes the holy spirit which was present since 
the time immemorial to enlighten him whatever is shrouded in the clouds of darkness in the 
vast abyss to serve his purpose aptly. The line ‘whatever in me is dark illumine’ refers to both 
intellectual enlightenment of the poet as well as an oblique reference to his blindness. Here, 
lies the whole thesis of Paradise Lost in full recognition of eternal providence to justify ways 
of God to men, ‘That, to height of this great argument, I may assert eternal providence, and 
justify the ways of God to men’. But this justification is not merely based on explanation but 
rather on the demonstration that God’s ways are just to men. However, human beings are 
unable to decipher wisdom in divine ways because of their limited faculties of logic and 
reasoning. Moreover, the true justification of God’s ways lies in the recognition of the 
principle that God’s nature can be realized by knowing the nature of evil, the purity of 
redemption is grounded in the bitterness of sin and that obedience naturally originates from 
love. 

7.2 Satan’s First Speech (L. 84-124)

If thou beest he; But O how fall’n! how chang’d.                                               

From him, who in the happy Realms of Light                                                   85 

Cloth’d with transcendent brightnes didst outshine

 Myriads though bright: If he whom mutual league, 

United thoughts and counsels, equal hope

 And hazard in the Glorious Enterprize, 

Joynd with me once, now misery hath joynd                                                      90

 In equal ruin: into what Pit thou seest 

From what highth fal’n, so much the stronger provd 

He with his Thunder: and till then who knew 

The force of those dire Arms? yet not for those

 Nor what the Potent Victor in his rage                                                               95

 Can else inflict do I repent or change, 

Though chang’d in outward lustre; that fixt mind,

 And high disdain, from sence of injur’d merit, 
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That with the mightiest rais’d me to contend, 

And to the fierce contention brought along                                                         100 

Innumerable force of Spirits arm’d 

That durst dislike his reign, and me preferring, 

His utmost power with adverse power oppos’d 

In dubious Battel on the Plains of Heav’n, 

And shook his throne. What though the field be lost?                                        105 

All is not lost; the unconquerable Will,

And study of revenge, immortal hate,

And courage never to submit or yield: 

And what is else not to be overcome?

hat Glory never shall his wrath or might                                                            110 

Extort from me. To bow and sue for grace 

With suppliant knee, and deifie his power 

Who from the terrour of this Arm so late 

Doubted his Empire, that were low indeed, 

That were an ignominy and shame beneath                                                     115 

This downfall; since by Fate the strength of Gods

 And this Empyreal substance cannot fail, 

Since through experience of this great event 

In Arms not worse, in foresight much advanc’t, 

We may with more successful hope resolve                                                     120 

To wage by force or guile eternal Warr

 Irreconcileable, to our grand Foe, 

Who now triumphs, and in th’ excess of joy 

Sole reigning holds the Tyranny of Heav’n.

Satan’s first speech is one of the finest synthesis of political rhetoric and oratory. It is reflective 
of his inner self and consciousness. His unwavering character and unflinching spirit rightfully 
establish him as the true protagonist of the great epic poem. Burning with the anguish of hatred 
and revenge, he is determined to wage war against the Omnipotent and challenges his 
sovereignty in the vain hope of establishing his own monarchy over the heavens and earth. 
Inhibited by the false notions of his heroic deeds, he leads the rebel angels not only to regain 
their lost position of dignity and eminence but also to thwart the rule of God. Therefore, he 
clearly deciphers the grave nature of the task he has to accomplish within no time. He has to 
not only retain loyalty of the fallen angels but also convince them to offer their staunch support 
in rebellion against God. He achieves this dual objective through his powerful, potent and 
persuasive oratory.

Stan’s first speech presents the rhetoric of his ‘injured merit’ with such pathetic magnificence 
which wins the sympathetic response of the fallen angels. Milton’s Satan, despite being devil 
incarnated, earns unique glory for being a singular instance of a daring soul intensely suffering 
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yet desperate to resist divine power which is a very vivid reflection of poetic loftiness of 
Milton. The speech reveals an intellectual progression within its narrative structure which is 
a transition from regret to resolve. 

Satan is the first one to regain the state of consciousness after the great fall of all rebel angels 
and notices Beelzebub weltering by his side. However, Satan is not sure of Beelzebub’s 
reaction to their great tragic fall. Therefore, in order to figure out whether he holds him 
accountable for this tragic reversal in their destiny or still is his companion, Satan approaches 
him very cautiously. Satan’s first speech provides an insight into his mind and psyche in an 
explicit yet very captivating way.

Satan’s first speech begins with an expression of disbelief and dismay at the gravity of loss 
they suffered. He realizes that they have been deprived of the holy bliss of the happy fields 
where joy forever dwells. The striking contrast in their previous and present state is clearly 
indicative of the absolute power of God which Satan fails to recognize. God has defeated a 
huge number of rebellious angels and is the absolute ruler of the heavens. Satan envisions 
blissful light of heavens which they have been deprived of, however, his defiant and 
unyielding soul sooner subdues his painful remembrance of epic loss. He, then, recalls his 
close relationship with the fallen angels in their glorious enterprise of revolting against God 
who have now rejoined him in the bottomless pit of the hell to face the devastating 
consequences of their sinful act. Nevertheless, Satan does not recognize absolute power and 
control which God exerts on the entire universe as the Omnipotent and the Sovereign. 

Satan, rather, attributes divine victory to His invincible arms which entails that God would 
not have defeated them if He had not at His disposal His deadly weapons like thunder, etc. He 
is also well aware of the fact that God in His wrath may inflict more destruction and intensify 
their sufferings. In line 98, sense of injured merit refers to the damage done to Satan’s position 
of dignity and eminence before the tragic fall. He accuses God of having done an injustice to 
him by ignoring his just claim to reward. According to the Christian belief when God created 
Christ as chief to all angels, Satan believed that he was discriminated and denied of his due 
right as being next to God in authority and control. One third of angels of heaven revolted 
under his leadership as he was superior to them in hierarchy. His followers also shared his 
feelings of malice and disdain. He, further, proclaims that even in their failure lies a unique 
victory as they have managed to shake the divine throne of the Omnipotent. But this claim of 
Satan is a sheer exaggeration as he was unable to achieve this end.  However, he is determined 
not to repent and ask for God’s forgiveness. Though he has lost his heavenly abode, but all is 
not lost when he has his ‘unconquerable will’ and courage not to submit or yield to God’s 
ways. He, further, says that burning sentiments of revenge and hatred would not let him to 
either repent or surrender but would further intensify his fiery emotions of revenge. 

Satan believes that though God has defeated him but He has not yet converted him into a state 
of nothingness so he can overcome any situation because of his unconquerable will so he has 
not been defeated in the true sense of the term. He is still capable of causing potential damage 
to the mightiest rule of God. Satan, once again, resolves that he would not repent and ask for 
God’s forgiveness and worship His divine grace and power. In line 112, suppliant knee is an 
image of curved knee which is bent in complete surrender and submission to God’s ways. 
Satan terms his downfall as a sheer dishonor and disgrace to his heavenly body and celestial 
essence. Like a crafty orator, he perceives his tragic fall not subduing his sentiments of hatred 
and revenge rather opening up new opportunities for waging an eternal war against the enemy 
through either force or deceit. Grand foe is a direct reference to God who is now victorious 
and, in a state of joy and heavenly bliss reigns the heaven as a tyrant. Satan’s lexical choices 
envisages God not as a merciful figure rather as a tyrant who in wrath can inflict great troubles. 
Thus, Satan’s argumentative narrative reaches to its climax with a firm resolve to wage an 
eternal war in the heaven either through force or deceit and he resolves that he would neither 
repent nor surrender to will of God. His self-admiration and pride in his ‘unconquerable will’ 
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has earned nothing for him but eternal disgrace and damnation. Though, this speech is a finest 
blend of political rhetoric and oratory, but it is merely an expression of revenge and not 
suggestive of any action. Nevertheless, the implicit and explicit determination of Satan to 
wage an eternal war either through force or guile against the hopeless odds is admirable and 
key responsible in leading the literary critics reflect on the issue as who is the real protagonist 
of the great epic poem.  

7.3 Satan’s Second Speech (L. 157-191)

Fall’n Cherube, to be weak is miserable 

Doing or Suffering: but of this be sure, 

To do ought good never will be our task, 

But ever to do ill our sole delight,                                                                    160

As being the contrary to his high will 

Whom we resist. If then his Providence 

Out of our evil seek to bring forth good, 

Our labour must be to pervert that end, 

And out of good still to find means of evil;                                                       165 

Which oft times may succeed, so as perhaps 

Shall grieve him, if I fail not, and disturb 

His inmost counsels from their destind aim.

 But see the angry Victor hath recall’d 

His Ministers of vengeance and pursuit                                                                 170 

Back to the Gates of Heav’n: The Sulphurous Hail,

Shot after us in storm, oreblown hath laid 

The fiery Surge, that from the Precipice

Of Heav’n receiv’d us falling, and the Thunder, 

Wing’d with red Lightning and impetuous rage,                                                    175 

Perhaps hath spent his shafts, and ceases now 

To bellow through the vast and boundless Deep. 

Let us not slip th’ occasion, whether scorn, 

Or satiate fury yield it from our Foe. 

Seest thou yon dreary Plain, forlorn and wilde,                                                       180

The seat of desolation, voyd of light, 

Save what the glimmering of these livid flames 

Casts pale and dreadful? Thither let us tend 

From off the tossing of these fiery waves, 
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There rest, if any rest can harbour there,                                                                    185 

And reassembling our afflicted Powers,

Consult how we may henceforth most offend 

Our Enemy, our own loss how repair, 

How overcome this dire Calamity, 

What reinforcement we may gain from Hope,                                                            190

 If not what resolution from despare.

Satan’s second speech is based on Beelzebub’s response to Satan’s first speech. Beelzebub, 
initially, encouraged by Satan’s powerful rhetoric of first speech, begins on a note of 
confidence and appreciates Satan as being fearless in nature who has endangered perpetual 
king of the heaven, but soon his confidence transforms into an utter state of dismay and 
hopelessness when he realizes the horrible destruction God caused to them. Beelzebub, unlike 
Satan, analyses their tragic situation realistically and laments their epic loss of deprivation of 
God’s grace and mercy. After their defeat, he finally draws the inference that God is Almighty 
because He has overpowered them conclusively. He contemplates that even if they retrieve 
their physical strength, but it seems highly improbable to regain their lost glory and blissful 
happy fields where joy forever dwells. He, further, argues that what if God has destined to 
trap them forever in the bottomless pit of hell. Moreover, he ponders that their immortality 
may serve as God’s design to traumatize them in bearing tragic suffering of their eternal 
damnation forever. The very idea of God’s vengeance upsets his mind and soul alike. Milton’s 
poetic skills marvelously capture deeper thinking of Beelzebub which is reflected through his 
objective analysis of their terrible fall.

The primary focus of Satan’s second speech is to eliminate psychological and emotional 
turmoil which his followers experience as an outcome of their terrible situation. It is in his 
supreme interest that his followers overpower their feelings of dismay and hopelessness to 
offer planned resistance to their grand foe. He is, also, cautious that these feelings of dismay 
and hopelessness may lead to awakening of the feelings of guilt and remorse. Noticing the 
tone of dejection in Beelzebub’s response, Satan replies with speedy words. As a skillful 
orator, he is capable of articulating his rationale persuasively.  As a leader of rebel angels, he 
has to motivate them to save them from falling a prey to self-pity. He calls Beelzebub ‘Fallen 
Cherub’, which is a direct reference to the pre fall position he enjoyed within the hierarchy of 
heaven. He was one of the Cherubs who were traditionally supposed to stand around the throne 
of God in an ordered fashion. These angelic beings were the guardians of Eden and possessed 
divine knowledge attained through contemplation. Satan’s very first utterance of the second 
speech is characteristic of Milton’s poetic expression of brevity and elegance, ‘To be weak is 
miserable’, is the declaration of Satan. Thus, for him weakness is symbolic of misery, 
therefore, Satan does not put up any miserable show of weakness and vows to retaliate with 
full force and vigour. He quickly devises a plan of action of pursuing evil relentlessly while 
defying God’s commands. Satan, further, declares that the sole purpose of their existence is 
to compromise good in the pursuit of evil. His wicked ways would pervert God’s design. If 
God attempts to turn evil into good, it must be the sacred duty of the fallen angels to foil his 
attempts and turn all good to evil.

He, further, informs the Fallen Cherub that God has temporarily ceased the fight, withdrawn 
all His forces and called them back to the gates of heaven and left the fallen angels to suffer 
in hell. As a warrior, it is imperative that Satan desires to seek full advantage of this temporary 
ceasefire to recollect his afflicted army and devise a strategy of retribution not only to offend 
the grand foe but to repair their epic loss and overcome this dreadful catastrophe. Satan 
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reinvigorates his inflicted army by portraying a powerful image of new opportunities which 
the tragic fall has opened up for them to reclaim their lost glory and blissful place in heaven. 

Satan’s second speech provides the readers a fruitful insight into his character and reveals 
some of his unique characteristic features. Whatever the perspective readers may develop from 
the portrayal of Satan either a protagonist or an antagonist, there is a universal readers’ 
response that his character is marked by courage, strong will, persuasive power, convincing 
rhetoric, warrior spirit and leadership qualities. The speech also reveals that his rhetoric and 
actions are essentially grounded in the destructive feelings of hatred and revenge. 
Consequently, the foremost important objective of his life lies in the pursuit of evil. Moreover, 
his vision is blindfolded by the notion of his injured merit. His actions are governed by the 
thoughts of putting up resistance to his grand foe. Fallen angel as the name signifies does not 
think about repentance to attain salvation. Rather his indulgence in evil leads him to death, 
destruction, damnation and further distances himself from God’s mercy and bliss. Satan’s sin 
is not only disobedience but his failure in the recognition of God’s mercy and grace. 
Overpowered by the deadly emotions of pride and arrogance, Satan fails to repent and is, 
therefore, unable to achieve redemption and salvation.  

7.4 Satan’s Third Speech (L.242-270)

Is this the Region, this the Soil, the Clime, 

Said then the lost Arch Angel, this the seat 

That we must change for Heav’n, this mournful gloom 

For that celestial light? Be it so, since hee                                                          245 

Who now is Sovran can dispose and bid 

What shall be right: fardest from him is best 

Whom reason hath equald, force hath made supream 

Above his equals. Farewel happy Fields 

Where Joy for ever dwells: Hail horrours, hail                                                   250 

Infernal world, and thou profoundest Hell 

Receive thy new Possessor: One who brings 

A mind not to be chang’d by Place or Time. 

The mind is its own place, and in it self

 Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.                                                   255 

What matter where, if I be still the same, 

And what I should be, all but less then hee 

Whom Thunder hath made greater? Here at least 

We shall be free; th’ Almighty hath not built 

Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:                                                          260 

Here we may reign secure, and in my choyce 
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To reign is worth ambition though in Hell: 

Better to reign in Hell, then serve in Heav’n. 

But wherefore let we then our faithful friends, 

Th’ associates and copartners of our loss                                                             265 

Lye thus astonisht on th’ oblivious Pool, 

And call them not to share with us their part 

In this unhappy Mansion, or once more 

with rallied Arms to try what may be yet        

Regaind in Heav’n, or what more lost in Hell?                                                    270

Satan’s third speech is a finest reflection of his powerful emotions coupled with his persuasive 
rhetoric exhibited by logic and reasoning. Satan’s unyielding spirit dominates the entire scene 
of tragic fall. Satan’s third speech is once again addressed to Beelzebub. The speech 
commences with Satan’s close observation of sharp contrast between the physical and spiritual 
distinguishing features of heaven and hell. However, Satan is not dumbfounded by striking 
dissimilarities between the celestial abode which he and one third of fallen angels were 
deprived of and their new destination hell. He compares the outer appearance of hell with that 
of heaven by asking a rhetorical question that their tragic fall has compelled them to exchange 
heaven which was marked by blissful light with that of ‘mournful gloom’ of hell. He accuses 
God of depriving them of ‘happy fields where joy forever dwells’ but once again fails to 
realize gravity of his own sin which has brought this tragic change in his and other fallen 
angels’ destiny. Once again, he is overpowered by the idea that God has become the sole 
monarch of heaven and earth after their crushing defeat. Once again, his vain thoughts lead 
him to further aggravate animosity by staying at a safe distance and parting his ways from 
God’s mercy and grace which entails that he would neither repent nor surrender himself to the 
justified ways of God to seek salvation. 

Though, he quickly identifies the striking dissimilarities between his celestial abode which he 
and other fallen angels were deprived of but nevertheless through his unique persuasive 
argumentation, he rationalizes their epic loss. For him, heaven and hell are not merely physical 
spaces rather states of mind. This is purely a heretic view which is often propagated by the 
proponents of atheism. To him, powerful mind with all of its amazing abilities is capable of 
transforming a heaven into hell and hell into heaven. This argument is characteristic of Satan’s 
unyielding spirit and defiant soul and is, further, reflective of his vanity and pride. He, also, 
believes that it is far better to rule in hell than to serve in heaven. For him, being in leadership 
role is worth aspiring for even if it is hell while being subservient to somebody’ command 
must be despised of even if it is in heaven. Through, Satan’s third speech, Milton provides us 
a deeper insight into his character and psyche and further reveals to the readers what his real 
sin is which leads him to march on the path of eternal damnation in ignorance and dismay 
with further degeneration of his soul. Hell may, also, refer to a spiritual state of those who are  
entirely separated by God, ‘Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscrib’d In one self place, but 
where we are is hell, And where hell is, there must we ever be; And, to be short, when all the 
world dissolves And every creature shall be purify’d, All places shall be hell that is not 
heaven’, declares Christopher Marlowe in his most famous classical tragedy Doctor Faustus 
(Sc. v, 122-7). Satan’s speech is ‘full of ringing phrases expressed with a deliberate sonority’. 
The third speech is a clear reflection of rhetorical assertions of self confidence of Satan. He, 
further, contemplates that they are free to assert themselves in hell and are spared of the rule 
of God. He, once again, reflects his leadership abilities by referring to the rest of fallen angels 
as his close associates in the mighty struggle of regaining their lost positions. To conclude, 
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third speech is, yet again, a true manifestation of his defiant soul, unyielding spirit and 
persuasively convincing rhetoric.  

Summary Points
i. The subject matter of the great epic poem is the ‘first disobedience’ of man and its 

inherent devastating consequences for the humanity which is Biblical in nature.
ii. Exposition of the subject matter in the first few words of the poem serves as a skillful 

poetic technique to generate seriousness in readers’ response as the subject matter has 
cosmic appeal.

iii. Milton follows traditional epic convention and invokes the classical Muse ‘Urania’ 
implying metaphysical and theological nature of the ‘great argument’.

iv. Milton declares mighty nature of his ambition as ‘things unattempted yet in prose or 
rhyme’.

v. The thesis of Paradise Lost lies in full recognition of eternal providence to justify 
ways of God to men, ‘That, to height of this great argument, I may assert eternal 
providence, and justify the ways of God to men’.

vi. According to Milton, true justification of God’s ways lies in the recognition of the 
principle that God’s nature can be realized by knowing the nature of evil, the purity 
of redemption is grounded in the bitterness of sin and that obedience naturally 
originates from love. 

vii. Inhibited by the false notions of his heroic deeds, Satan leads the rebel angels not only 
to regain their lost position of dignity and eminence but also to thwart the rule of God.

viii. Stan’s first speech presents the rhetoric of his ‘injured merit’ with such pathetic 
magnificence which wins the sympathetic response of the fallen angels.

ix. The first speech reveals an intellectual progression within its narrative structure which 
is a transition from regret to resolve.

x. Though Satan has lost his heavenly abode, but all is not lost when he has his 
‘unconquerable will’ and courage not to submit or yield to God’s ways.

xi. Milton’s poetic skills marvelously capture deeper thinking of Beelzebub which is 
reflected through his objective analysis of their terrible fall in response to Satan’s first 
speech.

xii. The primary focus of Satan’s second speech is to eliminate psychological and 
emotional turmoil which his followers experience as an outcome of their terrible 
situation.

xiii. Satan’s very first utterance of the second speech is characteristic of Milton’s poetic 
expression of brevity and elegance, ‘To be weak is miserable’, is the declaration of 
Satan.

xiv. Satan’s third speech marvelously declare that mind is capable of creating heaven of 
hell and hell of heaven.

xv. Satan rationalizes his epic loss by declaring that it is better to reign in hell than to 
serve in heaven in his third speech 

Self - Assessment Questions

1. What is the grand argument of Paradise Lost? Discuss in detail.
2. Elaborate intellectual design of the poem with special reference to its Biblical nature. 
3. Critically evaluate Milton’s claim, ‘things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme’ with 

reference to the subject matter of Paradise Lost.
4. Critically comment on Milton’s assertion ‘That, to height of this great argument, I 

may assert eternal providence, and justify the ways of God to men’.
5. Satan’s first speech presents the rhetoric of his ‘injured merit’ with such pathetic 

magnificence which wins the sympathetic response of the fallen angels. Discuss. 
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6. The primary focus of Satan’s second speech is to eliminate psychological and 
emotional turmoil which his followers experience as an outcome of their terrible 
situation. Elaborate the statement by quoting verses from the second speech.

7. Discuss in detail intellectual progression of Satan’s third speech.
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Overview 
This unit deals with the Augustan age, the years between 1660 and 1780; And Alexander Pope 
(1688 – 1744). Pope is considered the pioneer of neo-classical movement of the 18th century 
and the best representative of the age. The students shall learn about the life and works of Pope 
in the context of the intellectual, social, political and religious conditions of the 18th century in 
English society. Some of the distinguished qualities of Pope’s poetry and Pope’s contributions 
to the English poetry shall also be highlighted. It is hoped that the students shall learn to critically 
study Pope and his poetry in comparison with the poets they have studied in the previous units. 

Objectives
After studying this unit, you will be able to  

i. know the social, literary, political and religious conditions of the age of Pope 
ii. determine how far Pope’s poetry is affected by the contemporary conditions 

iii. Justify Pope as a classical poet 
iv. Know why the 18th century is called the Augustan age 
v. critically examine Pope as a satirist 

8.1 Pope's Life and Works and the Influence of the Age on Pope’s Poetry
Alexander Pope was born in London on May 21, 1688. Pope’s father was a linendraper. Pope’s 
adherence to the Roman Catholic was inspired by his parents’ faith in the same sect. He was 
crippled at the age of twelve by a disease which left him hunchback and so handicapped his 
appearance led him to be mocked and his staunch belief and practice in Roman Catholic made 
him a target of contempt by the anti-Catholics. He was often the victim of giggling and mockery 
by the fashionable women because of his unattractive personality. Such an attitude of his 
immediate circle of acquaintances developed in him a bitterness in his satires against his 
personal enemies. Pope never married but he was emotionally attached first with Martha Blount 
and then to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Marry Wortley laughed at him and taunted his 
deformity when Pope expressed his emotions openly to her. Pope retorted spewing venomous 
attack in his writings. As far as his education is concerned he had to rely on his self education 
as he was not admitted to Oxford University because of his strong and rigid attachment to 
Catholic sect. The Augustan age to which Pope belonged is also called neoclassical age. The 
literature was produced under the strict rules and traditions. Pope followed and mastered these 
rules and wrote carefully according to them. His poor health and deformity restricted his social 
life only to his literary work. His literary career can be divided into three periods in which Pope 
produced versatile poetic works ranging from odes and pastorals to satires and philosophical 
poems. Pope died on 1744 and was buried in Twickenham. 

The writings of the first period include poetical miscellanies published in 1709 which was an 
anthology of Pastorals. His essay on criticism was published in 1711 and it was the poem which 
introduced him to the literary circles. In 1712 Messiah and Rape of the Lock were published. 
The Rape of the Lock immediately won popular readership and Pope was recognised as a poet 
by the contemporary criticism and literary artists. The Rape of the Lock was republished in 1712 
with some additions especially introducing machinery. The earlier version of the poem had only 
two cantos and 334 lines. the poem in the present shape has five cantos and 792 lines. Of all the 
poems written in the first period, the Essay on Criticism and the Rape of the Lock stand out as 
most important poems. 

The essay on Criticism is no doubt a landmark in Pope's poetic achievement but it is a mistaken 
opinion if this poem is regarded the representative of the 18th century critical thought. The 
contents of the poem do not contain political opinion which can be said Pope’s contribution to 
the contemporary critical theory and practice. The poem is a collection of ideas borrowed from 
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the ancient writers of which the literary circle was already familiar. The poem’s real value lies 
in Pope’s belief that literary criticism is in art which is supposed to be made alive and real by 
following nature and its standards, which is pure standards of taste and judgement to control the 
poet’s work. 

The Rape of the Lock is a mock-heroic epic in which ‘the little is made great and great little’. a 
toilet is described with solemnity of an altar raised to the goddess of vanity, and the history of 
the bodkin is given with all the pomp of heraldry” Hazlitt – Cited by Bernard Groom 1962. The 
poem is an effort to bring the two aristocratic families to terms. Pope satirizes the trifling 
incident - Lord Petre’s theft of a lock of hair from the head of Miss Arbella Fermor. Pope treats 
the whole matter in a mock serious style of a heroic comical poem. The poem is believed to be 
the best society poem in which the poet’s use of the concealed irony presents a real picture of 
the 18th century levities and the standards of fashionable moral behaviour. The detailed 
discussion of this masterpiece shall be made in the later part of this unit.   

The second or the middle period of Pope’s career is marked with the translation of Homer’s 
‘Illied’ published in 1715 and by 1726 Pope completed translation of Homer's Odyssey. These 
two works brought for Pope financial soundness. The other poems were ‘Verses to the Memory 
of an Unfortunate Lady’ and ‘Eloisa Abelard’ Which expressed Pope’s personal feelings in 
diction and style which was in accordance with contemporary formal and artificial distinction 
of style. In the third period of his career Pope wrote Dunciad, ‘four epistles' of poetry 
philosophical and moral in nature which he called ‘An Essay on Man’, it was a poem in which 
he claims like Milton to justify the ways of God to man. The poem does not present a major 
system of philosophy and is in no way comparable to Milton's Paradise Lost. ‘The Dunciad’ is 
a satire on all those who are involved in hurling insults to pope's physical deformity. The poem 
is therefore called the study of dunces. 

According to Grierson and Smith the exact chronological order of Pope’s poems is hard to settle. 
They have divided the poems in two groups which do correspond to earlier and later poems. The 
first is the group of poems which like the pastorals, call to be considered just as poetry - poems 
of feelings, imagination and harmony. The first group includes Winston Forrest, The Rape of 
the Lock, the translation of Homer's Illied, the other group comprises the satires and Epistles, 
the moral essays, The Essay on Man, The Essay on Criticism.

8.2 The Age of Pope
The early part of the 18th century is called the neoclassical or the Augustan age, in English 
literature, is called the age of Pope. Pope's poetry and his position as a poet can be best judged 
with reference to the condition of the early 18th century. This period in the history of English 
literature on one hand shares the rigid scholarship of the 17th century and on the other the 
Scientific and sceptic outlook of the 19th century, the Restoration period before the Augustan 
age was marked with profligacy and frivolity. The people of the 18th century did not approve 
these features and wanted the revival of the solemn and sober attitude towards life. they did not 
favour the puritanical and morbid approach to art and literature. The 18th century outlook 
favoured reason, intellect and sobriety as the salient features not only of art and literature but 
also of the social life of the people. The poetry of the age was therefore, dominated by good 
sense, reason, intellect, realistic approach towards life and didacticism. The poetry of this age 
was called the town poetry. Instead of revelling in the utopia and the world of nature they 
preferred to write about the town life and presented it as what it was rather than what it ought to 
be as shaped by their imagination. We will therefore find a marked difference between the 
romantics and the neo classicists. the Augustan poets did not show unreasonable veneration for 
the poets of the preceding ages. They followed their own concepts of poetry, rules of style and 
formal and affected diction of poetry. This rigid and inflexible adherence to rules and artificial 
distinctions of style made their poetry elegant and ornamental but at the same time made it 
conventional and removed from the pleasure of poetry. It was monotonous and lacked creativity 
and therefore could not become exciting to stir imagination of the reader. It was poetry void of 
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feelings and more prosaic than poetic. The rules of exactness, clarity, correctness and precision 
which governed prose were also applied to poetry.

The economy of England was on the expanse. London grew to be the centre of not only 
economic activity but also became the model of a civilized social life. The poet's interests in the 
neoclassicism made them to present life with reference to the classical masters. It was not just 
the veneration to follow them, they did not leave their own rules and humanism. They cultivated 
an outlook and practice to live a life of moral decencies. In the literature of the age we see the 
triumph of the classical ideal which some critics believe was the natural result of the 
Renaissance.  Romantic spirit was the consequence of the study of the Greek and Roman 
classics, though excited the readers as far as the content was concerned but it was worn off when 
there rose an interest and attraction for the old methods.  Even in the Elizabethan age the 
romantic style had its weaknesses of lack of form and inclination towards extravagance. 
Literature produced under the influence of French ideals lost its impact and the 18th century was 
more involved in replacing the imagination for the critical. However, the 18th century literature 
did not have the object of criticizing but interpreting the society. The new spirit was marked by 
the critical and the analytical rather than the creative. Interest in the intellectual approach 
dominated the imagination and the visionary outlook. Reason and good sense became the ruling 
principles of the Augustan literature. The aspects of the change may be summed up under three 
heads: first the academic aspect, second the political aspect and third the psychological aspect.

8.3 Pope as a Classical Poet  
Pope is considered as the greatest and the truest representative of the neoclassical period of 
English poetry.  In the words of Professor Allen he is Prince of classism. To illustrate Pope’s 
poetry as expression of our rationalistic and social age we have to keep in mind the salient 
features of the age in which Pope wrote his poetry and was acclaimed by the contemporary 
literary artist and won the title of the pioneer of neoclassical poetry. ‘To the wisdom of common 
sense, to the generous feelings of the social man, to the wit and satire of the keen observer of 
the follies of men and women in society he has given finished expression in language natural 
condensed and felicitous and in verse smoother and resonant which heightens by the balanced 
rhythm, the luminousness of an aphorism, poignancy of an epigram and the sonority of an 
impassioned declamation.’ Such a comment on Pope's poetry may appear exaggerated and 
idealized at first sight. The commentators, however, themselves balanced their opinion in the 
subsequent discussion we will take up the issue in the later part of this unit when characteristic 
of Pope's poetry shall be discussed.

Let us examine first Pope’s concept of poetry which he adopted from the Greek and Roman 
concept. It is a concept which was from the concept of poetry of the Elizabethan and the poets 
of the restoration. The neo classical period believed poetry to be an art which can be improved 
and made better with hard work. Writing poetry, according to the poets and neoclassical 
criticism was not inspirational. The talent for poetry might be inborn but it needed be polished 
and refined by reading the ancient poets like Homer and Virgil. Pope translated Homer's poems 
which soon became popular with the reading public and Pope emerged as a true representative 
of the spirit of the age. To understand classical concept of poetry perhaps it is important that we 
should appreciate the difference between a poet and a versifier.  A poet is a maker, the one who 
goes beyond what is around him, the world of realities. He creates new worlds utopias with the 
exercise of his creative imagination. He believes in poetic truths rather than the scientific ones. 
He does not care whether a statement ‘beauty is truth’ or the paradoxes ‘thou unravished bride 
of quietness, ‘heard melodies are sweet those unheard are sweeter’, are according to the norms 
of logic or supported by reason. Such concepts of poetry and poet are held in romantic age of 
the 19th century in revolt to the concepts of the 18th century classical age. Poetry according to 
19th century is not like reasoning as Shelly discussed in his essay Defence of Poetry. It is 
spontaneous and inspirational not a willed activity. It is not a skill capable of being improved 
through labor. Versification is the art of arranging words in a metrical form to provide a rhythm 
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and melody which when are read produce a pleasurable sonic effect. It does not mean that a poet 
cannot or should not write in verse form. The difference is that a versifier chooses to write his 
verse for the sake of it. A poet according to the classicals is a photographic representative of 
life. He is not an imitator in the Aristotle’s point of view, that is, an imaginative reconstructor 
of life. Poetry is an experimental activity according to classicals and poet’s statements are 
repeatable, verifiable and subject to modifications. The 19th century concept is epitomized by 
Wordsworth when he says the true opposite of poetry is science not prose. Pope’s title as a poet 
was challenged in the romantic age and it turned into a debatable issue when 19th century 
criticism wondered “Was Pope a poet?”  Pope’s poetry is the best representative of the 18th 
century social life with its foibles levities pretentions and immoral moralities. Poet is an 
objective observer of life. He does not meddle his likes and dislikes with what he expresses. He 
has a didactic purpose of writing poetry and propagate the classical standards of intellect, good 
sense and reason. Pope’s ‘The Rape of the Lock’ is the best illustration of his being a classical 
poet. So far as the poetic diction and distinction of style is concerned, Pope follows the ancient 
Greek and Roman poets. He believed that the language of poetry should not be the language of 
common day life. The diction of poetry needed be distinct from the language of common man 
in which he conducted the daily transaction of life. 

Like the classical masters, therefore he wrote in a language which was formal, artificial and 
elegant. By perpetual practice language had in his mind a systematical arrangement, having 
always the same use for words. He had words too so selected and combined as be ready at his 
call. Pope had the desire to be clear, elegant and vigorous and he worked hard to achieve these 
qualities. Unlike his predecessors and successors, he did not use the commonplace idiom which 
they believed to be natural expression of the feelings and ideas of men. It is true that the 
Augustan literature followed the basic rule that man had to follow nature but what they meant 
by nature was the true standards of taste and judgment which should govern the artistic 
productions of man. Art in Augustan terms had to be subservient to Nature, but Pope meant by 
Nature- Nature methodised. Therefore, what the 17th century and 19th century thought artificial 
was natural to Augustans. The other name given to nature by 18th century was reason and 
common sense. There is nothing original in Pope’s doctrines, they are those of the neoclassical 
school, but expressed with rememberable point and Felicity. Here are the two main dogmas of 
the school honored often more in the breach than observance: follow nature and imitate the 
classics: - 

First follow nature, and your judgments frame 

By her just standard, which is still the same,

And our guides in thus following Nature are the classics. To them we owe the rules- 

Those rules of old discover’d not devis’d, 

Are Nature still but Nature methodised 

but what does Pope mean by nature certainly not what Wordsworth meant. One might reply in 
one word sense, ‘good sense’ the opposite of the wit of the meta-physicals sense is the constantly 
recurring word in Pope’s poems. 

We have already discussed that the Classists believed the poet to be a versifier. They did not 
accept a poet if he is not competent to write in verse form. It was a notion which was discarded 
by Wordsworth in the 19th century in his Preface to the Lyrical Ballads. Wordsworth did not 
mean that who wrote in meter was not a poet. He was not in favor of using meter for the sake of 
it. Meter is not an essential or imperative device to make a poet. He admits that meter adds to 
the embellishment of poetry but if a poet does not follow strictly the verse form or the rules of 
versification which were rigidly observed by 18th century poets would not be denied the title of 
the poet. Pope was a classicist in his excellence in the use of metrical devices. The heroic couplet 
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was thought best suited by the 18th century poets for clarity and cleverness. Pope after practice 
and hard work of quite a long time achieved skill in the use of meter and rhyme scheme which 
no contemporary poet could surpass Pope. In the words of Edith Sitwell, the heroic couplet 
which is kept strictly within the limits of its outward structure is as variable within those limits 
as waves of wind, indeed as revisable as the earth itself with its mountains and plains, its snows, 
gardens, towers and gulfs. Doctor Johnson's praise of Pope’s work as the noblest version of 
poetry the world has ever seen expresses most faithfully the view of the 18th century. 

Pope was a classical poet in his views about the function of poetry. The 18th century poets and 
critics believe that the primary function of poetry is didactic. It was the line of defence Aristotle 
followed to refute the charges of his master Plato against poets. Plato believes in a puritanical 
office of poetry which a poet should always keep before him while writing poetry. His theory is 
that poet excites the passion and the heart which is the worthless part of the soul. The poet's 
function is to teach and instruct morals for establishing a healthy society. Aristotle’s theory of 
catharsis the poets and poetry defends against Plato who believes that poets are immoral and 
their activities should be discouraged. He even does not think that the poets are worthy to be the 
citizens of his Republic. The classicals unlike the 19th and the 17th century criticisms were of the 
opinion that poetry is not merely to delight and please the readers by the musical effect and other 
devices. The poet must have the purpose to enlighten the readers and to develop good sense and 
reason. Pope followed the ancients who think teaching is the essential role the poet is expected 
to play. Pope's poems ‘Essays on Criticism’ and ‘Essays on Man’ where he teaches and instructs 
the readers. It is true that neither ‘Essays on Criticism’ is a systematic theory and concise canons 
of literature nor is the ‘Essay on Man’ a system or philosophical assertions. There is no major 
issue but sporadically expressed moral or political sayings. However, they seem to impress upon 
the reader the idea Pope wants to convey. There is, no doubt, nothing new but mostly borrowed 
from the old classicists or shared with the age. Herbert Grierson and J. C. Smith are right when 
they say, “Had the Essay on Man been all that Pope and his mentor Bolingbroke intended it 
would have been his ‘Paradise Lost’ his most serious work, a poem devised to vindicate the 
ways of God to man”.

8. 4 Pope as a Satirist
Before we discuss Pope as a satirist it seems advisable to see what satire is. In his dictionary 
Johnson defined satire ‘as a poem in which wickedness or folly censured’. This clearly, is 
limiting, Dryden claimed that the true end of satire was ‘the amendment of vices’; and Dafoe 
thought it was ‘information.’ One of the most famous definition is Swift’s. ‘satire’, he wrote ‘is 
a sort of glass wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own which is 
the chief reason for the kind of reception it meets in the world, and that so very few are offended 
with it’.  In ‘Epilogue to the Satires (1738)’, Pope apostrophised satire thus;

‘O sacred weapon! left for truth’s defence,      

sole dread of folly, vice, and insolence! 

To all but Heaven-directed hand, deny’d,

The Muse may give thee, but the God’s must guide

Rev’rent I touch thee!’

(Reproduced – Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary theory – 4th 
Edition)

A satirist has his own set of standards and values by which he judges the behavioural norms of 
the society and the conduct of the members of the society. He assumes the role of reformer and 
censures, corrects and ridicules wherever and whenever he feels a breach and violation of the 
standards and ideas he has set down for a moral and free of foibles society. “The satire is the 
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kind of protest, a sublimation and definement of anger and indignation”. Ronald Knox suggests 
that satirist is kind of spiritual therapist whose function is to destroy the root causes of the major 
diseases of the spirit like hypocrisy, pride and greed. (Essays in Satire 1928).  In the words of 
Ross Murfin ‘satire is a literary genre that uses irony, wit and sometimes sarcasm to expose 
humanity’s vices and foibles, giving impetus to change or reform through ridicule.’ (The 
Bradford Glossary of critical and literary terms 1998). 

Though Pope believed that the function of the poet is to moralise the society and its manners he 
did not establish a system of ethics. He thought it his duty and obligation to make the foibles 
and affectations of the 18th century English society a target of attack. He chose satire as the 
weapon to ridicule and bring out the shallowness of the elites of 18th century society. He 
employed the instrument of irony to laugh at the follies and pretentions of especially the 
fashionable women. He analysed, interpreted and dexterously used the weapon of irony against 
those who violated the standards of social behaviour and the norms of morality which he 
believed to be the demand of nature. Earlier his satires were directed against those who had 
infuriated him by their mocking and literally taunting his physical deformities. Later it was the 
society in general whose inverted standards of morality, Pope with a deep insight identified and 
reflected them in his poems ‘Essay on Criticism’, ‘Essay on Man’ and especially in ‘The Rape 
of the Lock’. According to Herbert Grierson & J.C. Smith “It is in the satires of this last period 
that Pope’s style is at its best. Satire was his element. Indeed ‘The Essay on Criticism’,  ‘The 
Rape of the Lock, and the ‘Essay on Man’ are alike bear witness to the predominance of the 
satirical vein in the mind of Pope - the follies of the poets and critics, the follies and foibles of 
women, the follies of mankind are his central themes in the three”. Pope’s range of satire is from 
the anger of vindictiveness to the poised, gentle, urbane use of irony and wit which is the 
outcome of his affection rather than anger. He himself declared:

‘Satire is my weapon, but I am too discreet 

To run amuck and tilt at all I meet;

I only wear it in a land of hectors

Thieves, supercargoes, sharpers and directors.’

 he declared about satire:  

‘O sacred weapon! left for truth’s defense,      

Sole dread of folly, vice, and insolence!’ 

Thus, it was as a satirist that Pope was most effective. At his best, in ‘The Rape of the Lock’ he 
was able to mock at the whole fashionable society of the 18th century while showing that he had 
some passionate attachment to its elegance (Ifor Evans). 

‘The Rape of the Lock ‘is the finest example of Pope’s satire. Warton remarked about this poem: 
“I hope it will not be thought and exaggerated panegyric to say that the ‘Rape of the Lock’ is 
the best satire extant, that it contains the truest and loveliest picture of modern life; And that the 
subject is of a more elegant nature, as well as more artfully conducted than that of any other 
heroic-comic poem”. Pope chose the mock-heroic techniques to satirize the evils, shams, 
Shallowness and levities of his age. In the words of Gregor Roy 1965 “Yet society to Pope was 
not there merely to be satirised but also to be appreciated and he often brought to his literary 
version of society what is too often forgotten about his poetry: a sense of enjoyment and fun, 
which will be appreciated in our study of the Rape of the Lock”. The Rape of the Lock is a 
reflection of the society in which Pope’s satire on the affectations and their frivolous pretentious 
attitude to moral exposes the truth of the contemporary society. It is believed that Addison was 
inspired to write in the Spectator about society from the ironic treatment of women's pretenses 
of morality. The introduction of the machinery does not only serve to make the poem a mock 
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heroic epic but also the presentation of the fashionable life- Belinda’s toilet, the social activities 
at the Hampton court and above all the speech of Ariel- the chief of sylphs in Belinda’s ear and 
the description of the sylphs, gnomes, salamanders and the nymphs is a brilliant satire on 
women. 

‘Think not when woman's transient breath is fled, 

That all her vanities at once are dead; 

Succeeding vanities, she still regards,     

 ......... 

For when the fair in all their pride expire, 

To their first elements their souls retire;’

(Canto: I: L. 51- 53 & 58- 59)

Pope’s satire in the Rape of the Lock is not directed against the individuals but he extends it to 
men and women and their foibles in general which makes the poem a universal study of the 
psychology of man. It is, therefore, the just representation of the general nature which renders 
Pope's achievements an enduring and lasting admiration. Pope's satire is generally without a 
Setting, though on some occasions he is harsh. His is a satire which does not show him a 
misanthropist.  

Summary Points
i. The years between 1660 and 1780 are called the Augustan Age. 

ii. The Augustan Age is also called the neoclassical age and Alexander Pope is considered 
the pioneer of this neoclassical movement. 

iii. Poe was born in London on the 21st of May 1688.
iv. He was crippled at the age of 12 by a disease which left him hunch back.
v. On the account of his handicapped appearance, and his staunch Roman Catholic faith 

he became a target of mockery by the fashionable women and a victim of contempt by 
the anticatholics.

vi. Such attitudes made Pope a bitter satirist against his personal enemies. 
vii. In the neoclassical age literature was produced under strict rules and traditions, which 

Pope mastered and so emerged as a poet of elegant style and correctness. 
viii. The neoclassical period in the history of English literature, on the one hand, shares the 

rigid scholarship of the 17th century, and on the other the scientific and skeptic outlook 
of the 19th century.

ix. 18th century is the age of reason, realism and intellect which has given rise to poetry 
dominated by good sense and reason. 

x. The rigid and inflexible rules and artificial distinctions of style made poetry elegant and 
ornamental, but it was removed from the pleasure of poetry. 

xi. The poet’s interest in neoclassicism made them to present life with reference to the 
classical masters but they did not leave their own rules and humanism. 

xii. Pope as a classical poet believed poetry to be an art which can be made better and 
improved with hard work. 

xiii. Pope was a classical poet in his views about the function of poetry. He believed that the 
primary function of poetry is didactic. However, he did not establish a system of ethics. 

xiv. Pope chose satire as the weapon to ridicule and bring out the shallowness of the elite of 
18th century society.

xv. He did not mainly satirize the society of his time but in his literary version of society, a 
sense of enjoyment and fun. 
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xvi. Pope’s satire is generally without a sting. He laughs but his laughter is not of derision 
but of enjoyment and fun. 

Self-Assessment Questions
1. Define and describe the following terms

a. Epic
b. Mock epic
c. Machinery
d. Satire
e. Augustan Age

2. Who do you rank the best among the classical poets you have read? Justify your answer 
with examples.

3. Compare Pope and Chaucer as representative of their age.
4. Write a detailed note on Pope as a classical poet with reference to the concept and 

function of poetry. 
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Overview 
Pope’s work as an imaginative and creative poet is ‘The Rape of the Lock’, the core text 
prescribed for this unit. The Rape of the Lock is believed to be the best society poem in which 
Pope has satisfied the affectations and fashionable, pretentious lifestyle of especially women of 
the 18th century society. Pope has subtitled the poem as the heroic-comical poem, in which 
slight is the subject but not so the praise. With all the admiration and applause pop has won from 
the contemporary readers and critics, the 19th century criticism is not carried away by the 18th 
century readership and criticism of Pope. The romantics even were doubtful whether Pope 
should be called a poet or not. In this unit we will also discuss some debateable issues of Pope’s 
poetry.

Objectives
After studying this unit, you will be able to  

i. resolve the controversy, ‘Was Pope a Poet?’
ii. define a classical epic 

iii. justify the subtitle a heroic comical poem which Pope has given to ‘The Rape of the 
Lock’ 

iv. bring out the mock-heroic features of ‘The Rape of the Lock’ 
v. define the term machinery with reference to classical epic 

vi. assess why the Pope's use of machinery in ‘The Rape of the Lock’ is different from the 
classical epic poets of ancient Greece 

vii. identify the features of Pope's age as reflected in ‘The Rape of the Lock’
viii. discuss ‘The Rape of the Lock’ as a satire on 18th century English society in general 

and womenfolk in particular 

Before discussing the Rape of the Lock as a mock-heroic poem, it is desirable that we should 
discuss the two terms, mock epic and mock heroic. Which are sometimes used synonymously 
with each other. According to the penguin's Dictionary of literary terms and literary theory ‘a 
work in verse which employs the lofty manners, the high and serious tone and the supernatural 
machinery of epic to treat of a trivial subject and theme in such a way as to make both subject 
and theme ridiculous ...... the acknowledged masterpiece in this genre is Pope’s the Rape of the 
lock (1712- 1714) which he himself describes as an heroicomical poem’. in the introductory 
lines of the poem Pope himself says 

‘slight is the subject, but not so the praise, 

if she inspired, and he approve my lays’

The term mock heroic is defined by the Penguin Dictionary of literary terms and literary theory 
is “In the style of mock epic but the term has a slight wider application. The heroic manner is 
adopted to make a trivial subject seem granted in such a way as to satirize the style and it is 
therefore commonly used in burlesque and parody’.

The Bedford Glossary of critical and literary terms differentiates the two terms as follows:

‘A type of high burlesque, the mock epic is a lengthy poem written in the lofty and exalted style 
of the epic but that deals with an utterly trivial subject. Mock epics are not generally intended 
to mock the epic form or style but rather to mark the subject by treating it with a dignity it does 
not deserve.........   mock heroic is often used synonymously with mock epic, but the former term 
refers more broadly to any work (not just epic) in which a trivial subject is satirised or ridiculed 
by discussing it in a lofty or grandiose manner. In this sense, the mock heroic is a style of writing 
that may be applied to any work, burlesque in this manner’. 

According to Herbert Grierson & J.C Smith “the gem of Pope’s work as an imaginative, 
inventive poet is the Rape of the Lock, a little mock-heroic poem which is also a vivid little 
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satiric picture of society, a more pointed expression of that attitude towards the fair sex”. The 
poem was dedicated to Mrs Arbela Former, as Pope mentions in his letter to the lady. ‘It will be 
in vain to deny that I have some regard for this piece, since I dedicate it to you. Yet you may 
bear me witness, it was intended only to divert a few young ladies, who have good sense and 
good humour enough to laugh not only at their sex’s little unguarded follies, but at their own’. 

Pope has followed the rules laid down by a French critic Le Bossu to some extent in his writing 
the mock epic /mock heroic-poetry. Pope has introduced epic tradition of using similes. The 
description of Belinda’s toilet in Canto I L. 151- to the end of the first Canto is one of the best 
examples of mock heroic. The petty and trivial activity of making up of a fashionable lady is 
described in a great and grand style. The vases that contain the cosmetics are laid in mystic 
order. Belinda’s appearance in the looking glass is a heavenly image. The toilet (dressing table) 
is an altar, Belinda is a goddess and the trifling exercises of make up are sacred rites of pride 
which an inferior priestess- the maid servant Betty, is ready to perform. Betty's Labours put the 
awful beauty on all its arms and ‘the fair each moment rises in her charms’, Pope introduces the 
machinery- the sylphs to give the final touches to the beautification and decoration of their 
darling care. In imitation of the serious epic traditions Belinda is prepared for an expedition like 
the epic heroes who go for wars. 

In Canto II Belinda's voyage to Hampton Court on Thames is narrated in an exaggerated diction. 
The beauty of Belinda, the smiles, the lovely looks, the sparkling cross on her white breast which 
Jews might kiss and infidels adore, display pope’s mock serious ornamental description with 
unemployed and secretive satire on the affectations of 18th century women. Pope now proceeds 
to describe the two locks of hair which are compared to the hairy springes to trap the birds and 
the lines used to bait the fish. The baron admires the locks. ‘He saw, he wishes and to the prize 
ador’d. L. 39 Canto II. He like the traditional epic heroes who pray to gods/goddesses to support 
them when they go to wars, builds an altar to love with French Romances, and the armours of 
garters, gloves and trophies of his former love and love letters. He then lights a pyre and begs 
and invokes the supernatural powers to help him in this perspective adventure. Pope satirises 
the tradition and the hero Baren making his descriptions mock heroic. Pope introduces at this 
stage the epic machinery. Ariel who is the chief of the sylphs by his supernatural powers 
perceives black omens and being the Guardian spirit of the fair (Belinda) summons the follower 
sylphs and warns them about some untoward incident against Belinda. He assigns them different 
roles to safeguard their ‘darling care’. This interference of the machinery in the human affairs 
is the tradition of the serious epic which Pope transforms into a mock epic. 

Pope satirises the Queen Anne and the frivolities of the 18th century fashionable society, in the 
opening lines of the Canto III, the indulgence of Belinda in the card game of omber against the 
two knights is narrated in the tradition of Homeric descriptions of war in the serious epics. Pope 
is perhaps best in treating a slight subject in a grandiose manner, in this Canto. The game of 
ombre is not played by Belinda alone. Over her cards the sylphs sit and direct Belinda which 
card she should play. The knaves, the queens, the kings on the cards are presented by Pope as 
the army of Belinda who is in war with the armies of the Knights in the battlefield of the card 
table. Belinda triumphs over the knight with the help of the supernatural power of the sylphs.

‘Thus far both armies to Belinda yield;

Now to the Baron fate inclines the field’

L 65-66

Pope lavishes his poetic excellence and the images in the description of the card game to make 
the poem heroicomical. After the trivial game of cards converted into a major battle to keep up 
the strain of a mock epic Pope narrates:

 For lo! The board with cups and spoons is Crowned,
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the barriers crackle, the Mills turn round;

The ceremony of taking coffee religiously is framed by epic sententiac dwelling on man’s 
blindness to consequences and on his sinister inventiveness in the cause of evil (J.S. Cunnigham 
- Pope the Rape of the Lock 1961). It is Pope’s warning to man who does not care for fate. His 
reference, to scylla’s fate who had to pay dearly for Nisus’ injured hair is to prepare the reader 
for the climax of his poem, that is, the rape of the lock.   

‘Oh thoughtless mortals! ever blind to fate,

Too soon dejected, and too soon elate!

Sudden, these honours shall be snatch'd away,

And curs'd for ever this victorious day.’

L. 102 – 105 

Canto III 

The ceremonious drinking of coffee Pope describes to satirise affectations and levities of the 
fashionable men and women. 

‘Coffee, (which makes the politician wise,

And see through all things with his half-shut eyes)

Sent up in vapours to the baron's brain

New stratagems, the radiant lock to gain.’

L. 119 – 120

Canto III

The mock-heroic tradition is followed when Clarissa draws from her shining case the pair of 
scissors which Pope calls as the two-edged weapon to heighten the mock heoric effect in the 
language which ironically adds elegance to a commonplace ordinary instrument of daily use. 
The reader cannot mistake the satiric undertone of the mock heroic when he says: 

‘So ladies in romance assist their knight,

Present the spear and arm him for fight.’ 

129 - 130 III

Pope’s description of snipping off a lock of hair from Belinda's head (the Rape of the Lock) in 
a mock serious way not only makes us to laugh at the odious, unethical exercise but also adds 
to the perfection of the mock-heroic effect of the poem. The machinery interferes to avert the 
ill-fated incident. Pope’s satire touches its height when Aerial watched the ideas rising in her 
mind. 

‘Sudden he view’d, in spite of all her art,

an earthly lover lurking at her heart’.

142 - 144 III 

The two-edged weapon is further attributed mock dignity when Pope calls it glittering forfex. 
The baron succeeds in winning his prize when

‘The meeting points the sacred hair dissever
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From the fair head, for ever, and for ever!’

L. 153 – 154

Belinda's reaction to the Baron’s mock-epic achievement in ‘Raping the lock’ is hyperbolic. 
Flashing of living lightning and sarcasm of horror that rends the skies add louder than the shrieks 
of horror when husbands or when lapdogs breathe their last;

‘Or when rich China vessels, fall'n from high,

In glitt'ring dust and painted fragments lie!’

L. 155 – 156 Canto III 

Pope’s drawing parallel the cutting of hair and the death of husbands or lapdogs, breaking of 
rich China vessels in a satire on the 18th century women whose reaction on all those occasions 
is not to treat differently the serious and the frivolous. Pope’s use of bathos makes the readers 
to laugh at the affectations of feminist attitude to morals. The ironic description of the baron's 
exclamation's an exultant speech of triumph makes the reader to see the picture of the 18th 
century mannerism and its levities. Reference to the Trojan War and the resistless force of steel 
(the swords and other weapons made of steel) draws a parallel to the pair of scissors and the 
concluding lines of Canto II heighten the mock-heroic effect.  

‘What wonder then, fair nymph! thy hairs should feel

The conqu'ring force of unresisted steel?’

L. 177 – 178

Canto III

‘The visit of Umbriel to the cave of spleen in Canto IV is another example of the mock heroic 
in the poem. In the comic climaxes of the poem- the women’s outcries, Belinda's shouts, the 
battle for the lock- suppressed energies breakthrough the civilised affectations’. - J.S 
Cunningham (1961). ‘Umbriel a dusky, melancholy sprite’……. /Repair to search the gloomy 
cave of Spleen. The visit and the journey to the underworld is a tradition of the classic epic. The 
description of The Cave of spleen- the illness of jealousy which is usually a vice in the rich, is 
a goddess whose place is all populated by the allegorical and personified figures of pain, megrim 
(migrain- a severe headache), ill nature, affectations. Bodies were changed to various forms by 
spleen. 

‘Here living Teapots stand, one Arm held out,

One bent; the Handle this, and that the Spout:

A Pipkin there like Homer's Tripod walks;

Here sighs a Jar, and there a Goose Pie talks;

Men prove with Child, as pow'rful Fancy works,

And Maids turn'd Bottels, call aloud for Corks.’

L. 47-54

Canto IV

These are all the hallucinations of those who suffer from spleen. Umbriel, In the classic epic 
tradition addresses the goddess, boasts of her power is suggestive practical jokes: ‘Spoiling 
graces’, ‘raising pimple's, changing complexions of lovers of Cards; the gnome concludes:
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‘Hear me, and touch Belinda with chagrin;

That single act gives half the world the spleen.’

IV 75 – 76

The goddess grants the prayer of Umbriel. She hands over a wondrous bag stuffed with the force 
of female lungs, sighs, sobs, passions and the war of tongues. 

‘A vial next she fills with fainting fears,

Soft sorrows, melting griefs, and flowing tears.

The Gnome rejoicing bears her gifts away,

Spreads his black wings, and slowly mounts to day.’

IV 85 – 86 

Pope’s satire and the secret of laughter to express the female weapons when they are in affected 
anguish to use against their counterparts shows the poet’s playful insights to present the feminist 
foibles and levities not only of the 18th century women but of women of all places and of all 
times. 

The description of the mock-heroic battles of the game at cards and the one after the rape of her 
lock are given ironic treatment where we can hear the echoes of Troy and Carthage in the 
civilised corridors of Hampton Court. The first battle Belinda has won and feels inflated with 
the pride to win any battle in future. 

The second battle is a Preposterous sequence of antics which Pope not once takes seriously, it 
is the farcical counterpart of the romantic hyperboles with which the poem has associated 
Belinda and women in general. J.S Cunningham – Pope - the Rape of the Lock (1961). Thalestris 
speech saturated with pretended sympathy adds fuel to the fire and fills Belinda with 
exaggerated angry pranks. Her reply to the speeches of Thalestris and the Peer show the 
changing face of passions from anger to self-pity. Pope satirically laughs at female hypocrisy 
and capricious nature. Clarissa's speech appears to be logical and reconciliatory. 

‘So spoke the dame, but no applause ensu'd;

Belinda frown'd, Thalestris call'd her prude.

"To arms, to arms!" the fierce virago cries,

And swift as lightning to the combat flies.’

V L. 35 – 38 

Pope produces the mock-heroic effect and describes the battle after the heroic tradition of a 
serious epic: 

‘So when bold Homer makes the gods engage,

And heav'nly breasts with human passions rage;’

V L. 45 – 46

The weapons used are Thalestris’ eyes that see the death all round. The frown of Chloe killed 
sir plume. 

A charge of snuff and above all the deadly bodkin. Pope’s tracing the history of bodkin in lines 
90 to 96 is one of the finest examples of the mock-heroic style. Pope's ironic and mock serious 



100

description makes the reader to laugh with wondrous astonishment. Pope makes the little great 
and great little to sustain the mock-heroic effect throughout the poem. Pope’s wit describes the 
human tussle with simultaneous epic grandeur and literal truth:

‘No common weapons in their hands are found,

Like gods they fight, nor dread a mortal wound.’

V L. 43 – 44

Belinda inflated with the pride of triumph.

‘"Restore the lock!" she cries; and all around

"Restore the lock!" the vaulted roofs rebound.’

V L. 103 – 104

The moral ending of the poem is what Pope envisaged when he planned to write.

‘But see how oft ambitious aims are cross'd,

The chiefs contend 'till all the prize is lost!

The lock, obtain'd with guilt, and kept with pain,

In ev'ry place is sought, but sought in vain:’

V L. 103 – 104 

The veneration of the lock is maintained to win the applause of Miss Arabella Fermor when 
Pope declares 

With such a prize no mortal must be blest,

‘So Heav'n decrees! with Heav'n who can contest?’

V L. 111 – 112

The lock is mounted to the lunar sphere. Pope, however, ridicules the hypocrisies and fopperies 
of the 18th century when he lists the absurd things to be found in the lunar sphere in lines 112- 
122.

Pope’s mentions of the lock not along with the other thing is to give distinguishing merits but 
Pope’s wit and satire does not spare the lock. The lock in truth is as petty as the hero’s wit, snuff 
boxes, broken vows, death bed alms, lovers’ hearts with ribbons bound, courtier’s promises, 
sick men’s prayers, smokes or smiles of harlots, the tears of heirs, cages of gnats, and chairs to 
yoke of flea, dries butterflies, in toms of casuistry. The dialectic purpose of writing the poem is 
conveyed in a lighter vein which Pope hopes shall not offend the lady Fermer. To sum up the 
discussion we would like to reproduce Hazlitt’s remarks quoted by Bernard groom 1962. The 
rape of the lock he says, is the most exquisite specimen of filigree work ever invented. It is made 
of gauze in Silver spangles. The most glittering appearance is given to everything- to paste, 
pomatum, billet doux and patches. Air, languid airs breathe round; That atmosphere is perfumed 
with affectations. A toilet is described with the solemnity of an altar raised to the goddess of 
vanity, and the history of a silver bodkin is given with all the pomp of heraldry. No pains are 
spared, no profusion of ornament, no splendour of poetic diction to set off the meanest things. 
The balance between the concealed irony and assumed gravity is as nicely trimmed as the 
balance of power in Europe. The little is made great and great little. You hardly know whether 
to laugh or weep. It is the triumph of insignificance, the apotheosis of foppry and folly. It is the 
perfection of mock heroic. 
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9.1 Machinery in Rape of the Lock 
In his letter to Mrs Arabella Jermor Pope refers to machinery as a term ‘invented by the critics 
to signify that part which the deities, angels and demons are made to act in a poem,… machinery 
I determined to raise on a very new and old foundation, the Rosicrusion doctrine of spirits. the 
Rosicrusion are people I must bring you acquainted with. The best account I know of these is in 
a French book called LeComte de Gabalis. According to these gentlemen the four elements are 
inhabited by spirits which they call sylphs, gnomes, nymphs and salamanders. The gnomes or 
demons of earth delight in mischief; but the sylphs whose habitation is in the air are the best 
conditioned creatures imaginable’. Their spirits correspond to the four elements air, water, earth 
and fire. They are never far absent from the action of the poem. Pope’s object in introducing the 
machinery was to heighten the mock-heroic effect of the poem and at the same time render it 
more impersonal in tone and less distasteful to the Fermor family. Pope transformed a squib to 
an excellent satire on the follies and levities of the 18th century society in general and women 
in particular. The role of machinery was criticized in the days of early renaissance. Pope was 
familiar with the criticism. He, however, defends his using machinery in his poem. He says ‘the 
use of these machines is evident. Since no epic poem can possibly subsist without them, the 
wisest way is to reserve them for your greatest necessities: when you cannot extricate your hero 
by any human means, or yourself by your own wit seek relief from heaven and the gods will do 
your business very readily’. 

Pope’s inventive powers have transformed the spirits of the Rascrucian doctrine into fanciful 
creatures which have rendered an unimaginable beauty to Pope’s mock-heroic poem. In lines 
50 to 106 canto I not only is given a new creative version to the spirits but also Pope employs 
these transformed spirits to satirize the levities, pretensions, hypocrisies and affected standards 
of morality of the 18th century womenfolk. Through Ariel’s speech he intends to reveal some 
secret truths which are concealed from learned pride but to maids alone and children are 
revealed’. Pope's explanation of the nature of the spirits and how they come into existence is the 
product of his innovative and creative imagination. 

As now your own, our beings were of old,

And once inclos'd in woman's beauteous mould;

Thence, by a soft transition, we repair

From earthly vehicles to these of air.

 I… 47 – 50

Pope’s mild satire underlies when he says,

Think not, when woman's transient breath is fled,

That all her vanities at once are dead;

Succeeding vanities, she still regards,

He believes that when women die, their souls return to their first elements. The fiery termagants 
take Salamander’s name. Soft, submissive ones go to water and are called nymphs. ‘The graver 
prude sink downward to a gnome’. They are always in search of some mischief on the Earth.

The light coquettes in Sylphs aloft repair,

And sport and flutter in the fields of air.
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Pope Ironically attributes all women’s vanities, hypocrisies, levities, pretentions, affected moral 
standards of virtue to these spirits and holds women innocent and pure of all limitations.

Oft, when the world imagine women stray,

The Sylphs through mystic mazes guide their way,

I… 91 – 92

With varying vanities, from ev'ry part,

They shift the moving toyshop of their heart;

I… 99 – 100

Pope employs the classical device of directing the human destiny by the gods. In Canto II, 
description of the sylphs as fanciful and ethereal spirit displays Pope’s poetic imagination and 
his adherence to the epic traditions when he presents Ariel chief of the sylphs to assign the roles 
to guardian spirits of Belinda to protect her vanities. The speech of Ariel is a beautiful blend of 
poetic elegance and implied satire on the shallow and petty lifestyle of the eighteenth-century 
women. Some critics do not remain confined to refer machinery only to the supernatural powers, 
gods and goddesses but use the term to embrace all other aspects of the classical epics which 
Pope transform into the mock epic. The transformation of the Greek epic heroic into an 18th 
century woman changing the seizure of Helen of Troy into the stealing of the lock of hair. 
Homers feeding the guests beefsteaks changed into the pouring of coffee in fashionable 
Hampton Court are a few examples where reader begins to hear the classical machinery creaking 
beside Pope’s smooth flowing satire. That Pope was able to achieve this while sustaining his 
ridiculing of Augustan mannerism shows his mastery of all the conventions of epic machinery. 

9.2 Was Pope a Poet?
Though Pope enjoyed a tremendous reputation during his lifetime and for some decades after 
his death, he was so bitterly attacked during the 19th century that it was doubted whether Pope 
was a poet at all. But in the 20th century this reputation has subsided, and now it is admitted by 
great critics that much of Pope's poetry is prosaic and lacks high order but there are some 
qualities of Pope’s poetry which shall make it enjoy the title of not only a poet but one of the 
greatest poets whose reputation though oscillated in different ages would remain undisputed. 
According to Bernard Groom, “Pope's reputation probably reached its nadir in the middle of the 
nineteenth century; and there were fewer to do him justice in the age of Tennyson and Browning 
than in the age of Wordsworth and Coleridge. With the renewed interest in the eighteenth 
century, which was stimulated by some of the later Victorians criticism began once more to 
admit the undisputable merits of Pope’s poetry. In every age, probably there will be those who 
will ask the question, ‘Was Pope a poet?’ and in every age one may hope there will be critics 
like Dr. Johnson in the eighteenth century and Mr. Lytton Strachey in our own day, Who are not 
prevented by his admitted limitations from recognizing info verbal artist almost unrivaled in 
resources, precision and skill. In the words of Ifor Evans ‘The Career of Alexander Pope (1638-
1744), in many ways Dryden’s successor has been more hotly and more frequently debated than 
any other in English Literature. As often, some confuse the man and the poet. He was puny, ill-
made, venomous, unjust, splenetic and his enemies have found occasions to emphasize each 
item in the inventory of defects. As an artist, he studied perfection with a rare singleness of 
purpose, and he is the nearest approach to a classical poet in our age. It is true that his vision has 
limitation: the ardours and endurances of romantic poetry he avoided, nor had he the sense of 
dedication and high purpose of Milton and Wordsworth’.

Grierson and J.C. Smith comment on Pope as a poet in the following words:

‘Pope was the high priest of a rationalistic and social age. It is difficult to speak too highly of 
the brilliance of his talents, and the completeness with which he achieved his special tasks. To 
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the wisdom of common sense, to the generous feelings of the social man, to the wit and satire 
of the keen observer of the foibles of men and women in society he has given finished expression 
in language natural, condensed and felicitous and in verse smooth and resonant which heightens 
by its balanced rhythm the luminousness of the aphorism, the poignancy of an epigram, and the 
sorority of an impassioned declamation. His defeat is moral, rather than artistic for one has the 
right to judge. Pope’s wisdom is too limited and wordly; his satire to occasional and personal 
and prejudiced, had his insight into life been deeper and his sympathies more generous and just, 
the shining beauty of his style would have given to his work not only the admiration of those 
who appreciate literary workmanship but enduring worth and influence’. 

Warton (1781) remarks that he revers the memory of Pope, ‘I respect and honour his abilities: 
but I do not think at the head of his profession’. He believes that the species of poetry in which 
Pope excelled is of its own kind.

“I only say, that this species of poetry is not the most excellent one of the arts”. 

According to Warton, “A clear head and acute understanding are not sufficient, alone, to make 
a poet that the most solid observation on human life expressed with the utmost elegance and 
brevity, are morality not poetry: and that it is a creative and glowing imagination and that alone 
that stamp a writer with this exalted and uncommon character, which so few possess and of 
which so few can properly judge”. Dr. Johnson admires Pope for his careful examination of his 
lines and words and “retouched every part with indefatigable diligence till he had left nothing 
to be forgiven. It will seldom be found that he altered without adding clearness, elegance or 
vigour”. Bowels comments on Pope’s limitations in these words, “No one can stand pre-eminent 
as a great poet unless he has not only a heart susceptible of the most pathetic or the most exalted 
feelings of Nature, but an eye attentive to and familiar with every external experience that she 
may exhibit”. Pope does not possesses that unusual organic sensibility which Wordsworth 
believes a poet possess to perceive similitude in dissimilitude and vice versa. Almost all the 
romantic poets believe that poetry is spontaneous, inspirational, subjective and experiential. It 
is the fullest expression of feelings. A poet is more concerned with ‘poetic truth’ rather than 
scientific truth. He enjoys the poetic license rather than exert himself for correctness and 
artificial elegance. If this criterion is applied to determine whether a man who writes in verse is 
a poet or not, Pope may not come up to this standard of a poet. 

Among the romantics it is Byron alone who admired Pope. “He is the moral poet of all 
civilization; and as such let us hope that he will be the national poet of all mankind. He is the 
only poet that never shocks; the only poet whose faultiness has been made his reproach. Cast 
your eye over his production; consider their extent and contemplate their variety – Pastoral, 
Passion, mock-heroic, translation, satire, ethics – all excellent and often perfect”. Hazlitt in 
‘Lecture on English Poets 1818) writes about Pope, “The question whether Pope was a poet has 
hardly yet settled and is hardly worth setting; for if he was not a great writer he must have been 
a great prose writer that is he was a great writer of some sort. He was a man of exquisite faculties 
and of most refined taste and as he chose verse (the most obvious distinction of poetry) as the 
vehicle to express his ideas, he has generally passed for a poet and a good one. If indeed by a 
great poet, we mean who gives utmost grandeur to our conceptions of nature, or to the utmost 
force for the passion of the heart, Pope was not in this sense a great poet”. 

Modern critics are not so hard on Pope as the 19th century critics. Layton Strachy defends Pope 
against the charge that he lacks ‘high seriousness and adequate criticism of life’: in his poetry. 
The phrase, he says is ambiguous: it at once signifies too much and too little. If we are to 
understand – as the context seems to imply – that in Mathew Arnold’s opinion no poetic 
criticism on life can be adequate unless it possesses largeness, freedom and benignity, we must 
certainly agree that Pope’s criticism of life was far from adequate: for his way of writing was 
neither large nor free and there was nothing benign about him. But the words will bear another 
interpretation: and in this sense it may turn out that Pope’s criticism of life was adequate, to an 
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extra ordinary degree… he believes that Pope pre-eminently was a satirist. He was naturally 
“drawn to the contemplation of human beings, their conduct in society, their characters, their 
motives, their destinies: and their feelings which these contemplations aroused in him were those 
of scorn and hatred. Civilization illuminated by animosity – such was his theme; such was the 
passionate and the complicated material from which he wove his pattern of balanced precision 
and polished clarity”. It is in this sense that Strachy refutes the charge of lack of criticism of 
life. It is his satires expressed in heroic couplet which balances his poetry with correctness, 
clarity, precision and a purpose. 

It is evident from the discussion we have made and cited from various critics that the works are 
judged by the trends and tastes developed under the social, philosophical, political, religious 
conditions prevailing at a particular time. It is perhaps difficult to evolve a universally 
acceptable standard to determining the merit of work of art. The personal likes/dislike, 
prejudices, values are not universally acknowledged criteria. Let us conclude with Bernard 
Groom’s remarks, ‘in every age probably there will be those who ask the question, was Pope a 
poet? And in every age according to Groom Johnsons, Strachey who will believe Pope a verbal 
artist almost unrivalled in resource, precision and skill’. Pope shall remain a poet of universal 
applause if we apply to Pope’s poetry what Dr. Johnson says in his ‘Preface to Shakespeare’, 
“Nothing can please many and please long but the just representation of general nature”. Pope’s 
‘The Rape of the Lock’ is an evidence to prove this statement where he not only gives us the 
picture of 18th century men and women but at the same time we find Belindas, Peters all around 
us and in almost all the past societies. The positivity shall also find the ‘like men and women’. 
It is, however, true that Pope does not have that deep insight of Shakespeare to portray the 
diverse and various mankind of all time and all places. 

Summary Points
i. The Rape of the Lock is admired as a masterpiece which established Pope as an 

imaginative, inventive poet 
ii. The Rape of the Lock was first published in 1712 and had two cantos and 334 lines. 

iii. The poem was republished with some additions in 1714. 
iv. Pope introduced ‘Machinery’ and the poem had five cantos and 792 lines in the revised 

version. 
v. It is a mock heroic - epic in which ‘The little is made great and great little’. 

vi. According to the 19th century criticism of Pope, he is more a versifier than a poet. 
Versification is an art of arranging words in a metrical form which when are read 
produce a pleasurable and sonic effect. 

vii. Pope’s fame as a poet oscillated in different ages. 
viii. The Rape of the Lock is the reflection of Pope’s satire on the affectations, hypocrisy 

vanity and levities of men and women of the 18 century English society. 
ix. The Rape of the Lock is called the best society poem because the 18th century English 

society is a photographic presentation of the fashionable and pretentious social values.
x. Pope explains in his letter to Miss Arabella Fermor how he came upon the idea of 

introducing machinery to make his poem a heroic- comical poem.

Self-Assessment Questions
1. Discuss the use of classical epic conventions employed by Pope in the Rape of the Lock.
2. Bring out Pope's attitude to society from the Rape of the Lock. 
3. Analyze Pope's satire and humour in the Rape of the Lock.
4. Pope’s satire ranges from private social life to general women folk. Discuss with 

reference to ‘The Rape of the Lock’.
5. Write a detailed note on the role of Machinery in ‘The Rape of the Lock’.
6. Explain with examples how Pope makes great little and little great in ‘The Rape of the 

Lock’.



105

Suggested Readings

Bloom, H. (2009). John donne. Infobase Publishing.

Campbell, G., & Corns, T. N. (2008). John Milton: Life, work, and thought. OUP Oxford.

Chaucer, G. (2008). The poetical works of Geoffrey Chaucer. BiblioBazaar, LLC.

Donne, J. (2000). John donne: The major works. Oxford University Press, USA.

Donne, J., & Bell, I. (2012). Collected poetry. Penguin Classics.

Flannagan, R. (2008). John Milton: A short introduction. John Wiley & Sons.

Gale, C. (2015). A study guide for Alexander pope's "The rape of the lock". Gale, Cengage 

Learning.

Hadfield, A. (2014). Edmund Spenser: A life. Oxford University Press, USA.

Hamilton, A. C. (2014). Spenser: The faerie Queene. Routledge.

Hilliam, D. (2005). William Shakespeare: England's greatest playwright and poet. The Rosen 

Publishing Group.

Jha, B. K. (1996). Modern English classical poetry. Mittal Publications.

Kean, M. (2005). John Milton's paradise lost: A sourcebook. Psychology Press.

Lethbridge, J. B. (2006). Edmund Spenser: New and renewed directions. Fairleigh Dickinson 

University Press.

Milton. (2007). Paradise lost book I. Pearson Education India.

Nettleton, P. H. (2008). William Shakespeare: Playwright and poet. Capstone.

Pope, A. (1714). The rape of the lock. An heroi-comical poem.

Pope, A. (2010). The rape of the lock. Random House.

Pope, A., & Rogers, P. (2008). The major works. Oxford University Press.

Price, L., & Chaucer, G. (2002). The Canterbury tales: A play in two acts. Theatrefolk.



106

Rivers, I. (2003). Classical and Christian ideas in English Renaissance poetry. Routledge.

Rogers, P. (2004). The Alexander pope encyclopedia. Greenwood Publishing Group.

Shakespeare, W. (2002). The complete sonnets and poems. Oxford University Press on 

Demand.

Targoff, R. (2008). John donne, body and soul. University of Chicago Press.


