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ABSTRACT
PUBLIC POETRY, MEMORY, AND THE HISTORICAL PRESENT: 1660-1745

by

Paul H. McCallum
University of New Hampshire, September, 1997

“Public Poetry. Memory, and the Historical Present: 1660-1745™ examines the role
public poetry played in the fashioning of social memory during the so-called Augustan age
of English literature; further, it traces in the rise and decline of public poetry during this
period the emergence and subsequent estrangement of two distinctive modes of public
memory: one highly emblematic and allusive in nature, fostering and indeed dependent
upon a well-endowed collective sense of historical and literary tradition; the other far more
literal and individualistic, fashioning social memory of the historical present—the present
moment set against the backdrop of historical consciousness—by encouraging a personal
awareness of the immediate, prosaic realities of the everyday world. Both modes of
memory, the figurative and prosaic, were made broadly available to English society at large
with the rise of public poetry in the years after the Restoration. They are generally united in
the work of John Dryden, whose rise as a public figure coincides with the rise of public
poetry itself in England, but it was the fate of Dryden’s greatest literary inheritor.
Alexander Pope, to preside over—even accelerate—what one might call the divorce
between the figurative and literal modes of public memory, the subsequent decline of the
commercial appeal and cultural authority of formal verse, and the gradual eclipse of the
figurative mode of public memory, which had tended to accommodate the habits of mind
and memory inculcated by poetry. This “divorce™ coincides with the gradual supplanting of
occasional, journalistic poetry (broadsheet ballads as well as formal verse) by prose
journalism and the novel, but also at work were the continuing shift from orality to literacy

and an evolving sensibility—rationalist, individualist, and mercantilist in nature—in which
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the habit of emblematic allusion to a shared historical and literary tradition ceased to be
relevant and viable. In tracing the broad cultural effects of an important poetic mode.
therefore, I explore an important moment in the evolution of social consciousness. a

moment that stands as the proximate origin of our own habits of memory.

vii
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INTRODUCTION

1. Memory in the Twentieth Century
The realization seldom comes without a pang: Our lives are largely unintelligible to

others. Declare ourselves as we will, exhibit as we will the emblems of our inner selves—
the books, the paintings, the music, the layers of bric-a-brac—it is all but impossible to
provide others with anything more than a very rough idea of who we are. Indeed, we sel-
dom know ourselves from one decade, one year to the next. We might offer our acquain-
tances running explications of our experiences, actions, and artifacts, but in our absence—
temporary or otherwise—what could our closest friends make of the settings, the trappings
of our lives? I survey the clutter of my den: there are too many books for the small room;
they are wedged into shelves improvised from coffee cans and discarded lumber; they are
piled in small stacks all about the floor, anticipating and intercepting one’s every step, like
hungry cats demanding attention. The floor is papered with file folders, notebooks, book
catalogues, back issues of Harper’s and The New Republic, and fragments of dissertation
typescript. A bizarre coterie of knick-knacks has taken up residence in this room: the solid
plastic, anatomically correct warthog from China, the Moroccan pencil vase, the pair of
glasses for viewing stereoscopic photographs, the semi-melted wax frog, the single Eng-
lish teacup and saucer. But the room, though cluttered, is not a muddle. I know where
everything is; I know the history of each book and object, and why it occupies its present
space. The untrained eye sees only chaos; my eye sees arrangements whose order, if not
rationally executed, may at least be reasonably explained. Sooner or later, however, I must
surrender this room and its contents to the scrutiny of untrained eyes. What will they make
of it? As those eyes scan the shelves and shelves of books; rifle countless manila folders
stuffed with notes, newspaper clippings, and photocopies of comic strips and critical

essays: and read through the dozens of spiral-bound notebooks filled with my journals,
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(2]

reading lists, and occasional jottings—what sense, what possible sense will they be able to
make of this jumble of a life? To those who hardly knew me [ will seem mildly eccentric; to
those who thought they knew me well, I will suddenly become a total stranger. For though
others may enumerate the facts and artifacts of our lives, they cannot hope to recapture the
ceaseless swirl of our consciousness, which must, if closely scrutinized, appear as chaos,
if not outright madness. We are, each of us, alone. Our condition is such that we each may
say with John Clare (1793-1864), the nineteenth-century farmer-poet of Northamptonshire
who spent his final years in a madhouse, “I am! yet what [ am none cares or knows, / My
friends forsake me like a memory lost; . . ../ And e’en the dearest—that I loved the best—

/ Are strange—nay, rather stranger than the rest.”1

Human beings have always been alone with respect to the larger world and to one
another. Qur perceptions, experiences, and consciousness are not quite those of others.
From the moment in childhood when we realized that our thoughts and sensations were
self-enclosed, unknown to others as theirs were unknown to us, we have been alone in the
strictest sense of the word. Alone, in life and in death. But the conscious sense of the
absoluteness of our isolation, and of its essential antagonism toward others and the
institutions of our society, is a fairly recent phenomenon. Georges Duby writes that for the
medieval European “if private life meant secrecy, it was a secrecy shared by all members of
the household, hence fragile and easily violated. If private life meant independence, it was
independence of a collective sort” (510). The unfamiliar, unlike, or unknowable in other
persons, cultures, and peoples—these have always been suspect, their strangeness a
catalyst for seeking the reassuringly familiar in groups of people much like ourselves: the
family, the clan, the caste, the village, the nation. The long, slow emergence of Western

individualism, however, has not only forced us to detach our sense of personal identity

lep Amt I 1-2: 11120
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from that of the larger group, but has left us estranged from it. The larger group cannot
exist in the face of unchecked individualism, and therefore seeks to compel obedience in its
members; their sense of personal autonomy challenged, individual members seek to
undermine the collective authority of the group. Under the best of circumstances, an uneasy
balance is achieved. Yet the rise of the modern nation-state has exacerbated the mutual
antagonism of society and the individual. In The Grear War and Modern Memory (1975),
Paul Fussell notes two lasting psychological effects of the First World War: an ironic (even
paranoid) worldview created by the unbridgeable chasm between the war’s ostensibly
glorious ideals and its grotesque reality (29ff.), and the habit of “gross dichotomizing™
(75), “what we can call the modern versus habit: one thing opposed to another, not with
some Hegelian hope of synthesis involving a dissolution of both extremes, . . . but with a
sense that one of the poles embodies so wicked a deficiency or flaw or perversion that its
total submission is called for” (79). The cammage of 1914-18 made problematic the
traditional obligations of the individual to the state—patriotism, trust, sacrifice—but it also
undermined larger cultural notions of virtue and innocence, right and wrong, progress and
purpose. The experience of the Great War thus destroyed many of the foundations of
communal meaning and identity, intensifying the already immanent sense that such things
must be determined individually. And yet, since Freud’s splitting of the psyche at the end
of the last century, the integrity of the autonomous self has been so insistently challenged
that it appears we have at last come full circle: there is now no such thing as the Self, whole
and sovereign, only an ever-shifting collection of socially determined attitudes, aspirations,
and power roles; the very notion of individualism, we are told, is an ideological ploy to
hide from us that there can indeed be no such thing. (But is it not rather the most extreme
expression of individualism—or at least of egotism—to suspect that the ultimate threat to
one’s sovereignty comes from one’s sense of being unique? Only the effectively

autonomous Self can supply its own worst adversary.)
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But if our belief in the autonomous Self has been lost, we have not regained the
reassuring sense of collective identity our medieval ancestors enjoyed. Reinforcing both
our antagonism toward the larger society and our skepticism about individuality itself is one
of the great paradoxes of the modern world: Because of worldwide radio, television, and
computer networks, as well as the globalization of the means of production, distribution
and consumption, culture (in its broadest sense of acquired knowledge and behavior) has
never before been so broadly (and distressingly) uniform. At the same time, however, the
choices in information, entertainment, and consumer goods provided by these
communication and marketing networks have enabled us to assert our individualities by
allowing us to indulge an almost infinite number of minute, idiosyncratic preferences. If
our personalities may be said to consist of unique collections of universal traits, as
individuals of the late twentieth century we distinguish ourselves by peculiar patterns of
choice among goods, services, and information available to every consumer. Thus I can
call attention to the eccentricities of my den: probably no other room on the planet contains
a pair of stereoscopic glasses, an English tea cup (with saucer), and a solid plastic warthog
from China; no other library contains precisely the same collection of books. Yet each of
the “eccentric” objects in this den and each of the books has been mass-produced in the
thousands (if not hundreds of thousands), and made available to anyone with an inclination
to purchase it. It might be excessively reductive to argue that in the late twentieth century
evidence for our individuality lies not in ourselves—for our society has grown faceless,
and we have become largely anonymous to one another—but in the contexts we provide for
our purchases, and in the irreplicable arrangements of our personal artifacts. However,
there is no escaping the fact that the commodities of our communication and marketing
networks have become essential to our personal expositions of ourselves (in our
conversation, dens, living rooms, and wardrobes, for example), for we have almost no

other way of demonstrating who we are.
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The same commodities make up the means by which our societies continually
redefine and remember themselves. Paul Connerton argues in How Societies Remember
(1989) that “the essence of modernity is economic development, the vast transformation of
society precipitated by the emergence of the capitalist world market” (64). Such a market,
Connerton says, “requires the constant revolutionising of production, the ceaseless
transformation of the innovative into the obsolescent. The clothes people wear, the
machines they operate, the workers who service the machines, the neighborhoods they live
in—all are constructed today to be dismantled tomorrow, so that they can be replaced or
recycled” (64). By “generat{ing| an experience of time as quantitative and as flowing in a
single direction, an experience in which each moment is different from the other by virtue
of coming next, situated in a chronological succession of old and new, earlier and later”
(Connerton 64), consumerism has provided us, one might argue, with a uniquely modern
form of communal memory. We account for ourselves collectively as we account for
ourselves individually, through aggregations of mass-produced commodities and the
distinctive materials, design styles, and what we might call the social ambience associated
with each successive generation of them. No doubt fashion has always provided a rough
guide to the passage of time, but so rapidly have technical and stylistic innovations
proceeded in, say, the last century and a half, that the function and form of most of our
goods might now be identified not just with a particular decade but with a specific year. So
temporal are the characteristics of the things we build and buy that there is no mistaking the
goods produced in one decade for those produced in another, allowing us to use period
technologies and modes as a ready means of historical reference. Handy as it is, this habit
of “consumerist allusion” tends to narrow rather than expand the compass of individual and
collective memory. Since the goods we mass-produce are distinctive enough to be precisely
referential, each generation will be “locked in,” as it were, not only to an identification with
the objects with which it is most familiar, but to the personal and cultural references they

embody. Because such objects serve as temporal markers for our personal histories, those
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that predate or follow our formative first two decades will likely have little emotional hold
upon us, will remain at an unclosable psychological distance. And given the accelerated
rates of stylistic innovation and technological obsolescence in the modern marketplace, the
frame of historical reference provided by each generation of consumer goods grows
narrower, more specific and situational; the connections between these references grow
more difficult to make; and as a result it becomes more difficult to imagine just what life
was like before one’s own historical moment. Consequently, the past grows ever more
obscure—and more quickly obscure—even as the present moment and its material
trappings assume ever larger proportions in our consciousness. We become aware of the
truth of this when, for instance, we look back upon the fashions and music of only thirty.
twenty or even ten years ago and are struck by their strangeness, or when such things are
“rediscovered” and recycled and successively passed off as absolutely new.

Our communication networks reinforce the habit of consumerist allusion. They do
so directly, as when films, news clips, photographs or recordings seem to freeze time in
images and sound, forever associating certain groups of objects with particular temporal
settings. But these images and sounds are commodities in themselves, produced,
distributed, and consumed much like any other—and in their allusive power are as integral
to the fashioning of collective memory. In her discussion of a recent German film, The
Promise, which depicts the fall of the Berlin Wall and the reunification of Germany,
Margaret Talbot demonstrates how the marketed image of a significant event becomes part
of our “personal” memory of it. Describing the film’s version of the Wall’s destruction,
Talbot observes,

All of the scenes . . . were exact recreations of the familiar television
footage of that night—down to the camera angles and lighting, the gestures
and facial expressions of the actors playing the real people who had
swarmed across the border. There’s a way in which those pictures—the
indelible images of communism’s collapse—crowd the imagination.
Certainly they crowded {[the director] von Trotta’s. It reminded me of an
interview I had seen with Giinter Gaus . . . . Gaus said that the fall of the
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wall and the reunification of Germany had been so mediated by television
that no one in Germany could really have his or her own memory of it. He
compared the collective memory of 1989 with that of the end of World War
II. However hard Germans may have tried in the war’s immediate aftermath
to repress their memories of it, when they began to remember, at least they
summoned up their own pictures, not a TV producer’s (43).

So vivid are such images that it is easy to believe that we ourselves have witnessed the
events they portray; and so ubiquitous are they, so generally available, that it is literally true
that we witness them collectively, and collectively on the broadest possible scale. Thanks to
the electronic media, the far side of the globe need not remain obscure to us; images of
local, regional, or national events are now quite likely to be incorporated into the world’s
collective memory.

Yet the practical effect of an electronically miniaturized world has been, perversely
enough, to reduce our personal experience of it, for the multiplication of experience (as of
sensation or choice) forces our already finite attentions to narrow still further in order to
comprehend at least some small part of the whole. In fact, so much of the world has been
brought into our view as to erode not only our belief that the whole may be comprehended.
but that any “whole” or even a broad swath of it may be captured. For we lose the habit of
seeing wholes. The larger our frame of reference becomes, the more bewildering and
superficial the panorama before us—and the more problematic the notion that we can ever
carve it up for ourselves into discrete, autonomous, fully comprehensible plots. If we can
no longer tend our own little gardens, it is not simply because we know that so much lies
beyond their walls, but also because the garden itself dissolves before our fragmenting
gaze. So little is knowable in relation to what might be known that the former itself comes
to seem an impossibility. It is hardly a coincidence that the post-modernist notion of
irresolvably disordered experience has evolved in this, an age of pervasive, seemingly all-
encompassing electronic media. The sheer volume of experience brought to us by
electronically composed and distributed newspaper and magazine stories and photographs;

by television images and soundbites; by radio talkshows and popular music; and, more
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recently, by CD-ROM technology and on-line information services that stretch across the
globe is not only bewildering in itself. Our inability to coordinate what we might know of
the world is compounded by the way we have become accustomed to experience it, that is,
at second- or third-hand. So little of what we might experience of the world may be
experienced directly. We must subject ourselves to what someone else—almost always
someone unknown to us and all but incapable of ever being known to us—has selected for
us to see or hear or read; we must accept another person’s version of experience for our
own. This is an inescapable fact of existence (we cannot experience for ourselves
everything we know), yet so pervasive is this way of witnessing the important events of
our “small” world that we come either to discount our own idiosyncratic experience of
things (after all, we cannot individually have the “whole story™), or (at the very least) to
measure our experience against what passes for the “official” version of events. In either
case, the experiential authority is shifted to another—and not a familiar collective entity
with which we personally identify, but a faceless news service, entertainment corporation,
or government agency.

As we gather about ourselves unique collections of goods that have been mass-
produced, so do our personal recollections of public events tend to consist of a singular
assemblage of widely replicated images. And as our personal memories are often
embodied—and circumscribed—by the objects with which our personal experience is
identified, our public memories are likewise emblematized and restricted by the graphic
impressions we store away, for as with physical artifacts, the images of public memory
represent specific, discrete things; the narrative and thematic connections between them are
not obvious or easily made. We might reduce notable episodes or even whole decades to a
series of images, yet have no sense of the flow of events or of the feeling of being alive at
that precise historical moment. This might not matter, except that improvements in the
technology of “capturing” present experience and the consequent efficiency with which that

experience is objectified have tended to heighten rather than alleviate our anxiety that the
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historical record be “complete,” that is, truthful to our individual or communal sense of
things. Only when the repository for memory passes from the spoken to the written word
does it become possible to make oneself aware of inaccuracies or omissions in the cultural
record, and in general, the more readily manipulable experience becomes, the more likely a
society will see the present and past as fully reconstructable. In turn, as belief in the
recoverability of experience increases, so does a fear that significant portions of it will be
excluded from what we think will be taken for an exhaustive account of the present
moment. Hence our eagerness to recover “lost” or “suppressed” histories; hence our
contemporary concern over the “possession” of history, that is, over “whose™ history our
society “privileges”—and hence our modern conundrum, the problem of personal identity
and social memory in the late twentieth century: never before has it been so easy for us as
individuals to distinguish ourselves from the larger group, yet never before has the
individual been so anonymous to that group; never before have we known so much about
ourselves as a society, both past and present, yet never before have we been so skeptical
about our ability to define ourselves collectively, to fashion our impressions of the present
and our memories of the past into a cohesive, authoritative whole. When the individual
members of a society are essentially estranged from one another and the larger community
alike, the accumulation of private knowledge brings about the dissolution of public

meaning.

2. Figurativ Literal M f Memory in th nteenth
The distinctive characteristics of personal and public memory in our time have
relatively distant origins. We may, for instance, trace the individualist impulse back to the
Protestant Reformation, consumerism to the Industrial Revolution, and the mutual
antagonism of individual and state to the ideologies (nationalism, historical materialism,

and laissez-faire capitalism) spawned by Darwinism. And these elements are in their tumn
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the products of yet more distant and diverse forces. However, the manifestations and
alignments of individualism, capitalism, and political doctrine with which we are familiar
are unique to the twentieth century; consequently, the combined influence of these and
other elements upon the matter and manner of public memory is also unique. It follows,
then, that since the nature and configuration of the cultural, technological, and intellectual
forces that shape social memory differ from age to age, the techniques and ends of memory
likewise change over time. Collectively or as individuals we do not—cannot—remember as
people did before the advent and spread of literacy, or as they did during the Middle Ages
and Renaissance. In fact, whatever their particular approach or argument, historians of
social memory tend to place the advent of modern memory at or about the time of the
French Revolution. In Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982), for
example, Walter Ong argues that our modern text-based habits of thought and memory
could only arise once technology allowed the spoken word to be captured, replicated
infinitely and in inexpensive, easy-to-read editions, and distributed to a wide reading
public. Such technology and such an audience emerged, Ong asserts, only during the late
eighteenth century, and therefore he concludes that it is only then that literacy may be
supposed to have finally supplanted primary orality in Western society. Historians who use
public commemoration to study social memory point out that the nationalism and overt
socio-political ideology of the Revolution gave rise to the nineteenth-century propensity for
rediscovering “centuries-old” traditions and myths that in fact were of quite recent
invention. It was in Revolutionary France, Paul Connerton asserts in How Societies
Remember (1989), that the practice of self-consciously reclaiming public and personal
rituals from the ostensibly antique past first emerged as a means of overthrowing the old
order and permanently establishing the new (7-10)—an exampie, Connerton notes, of
which the Nazis were to make shrewd and sinister use (41-42). Still other historians base
their discussion of public memory on the methods societies have used to preserve or

reconstruct the past. In his Hisrory as an Art of Memory (1993), Patrick Hutton, himself a
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specialist in the history and historiography of the French Revolution, traces modern
historical method to the nineteenth-century historicists who believed that it was their duty to
“reenter the mind-set of the historical actors they would examine” in order to “[recollect] the
world as it was once perceived” (xxiii). Hutton indeed argues that the historiographical
methods Giambattista Vico had distilled by the third edition of his The New Science (1744)
composed a prototype of modern historicism, yet Hutton is careful to point out the
anomalous precocity of Vico's ideas in his own time and the profound obscurity into which
they fell soon after the philosopher’s death.

Significantly, many of the late nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophers,
social scientists, and historians included in Hutton’s impressive survey of historical method
use the French Revolution and its aftermath as a case study for their several theories of
personal and public memory. Without doubt the French Revolution is a convenient sign-
post for demarcating the temporal bound of the Modern Era. It unleashed the forces that
overturned not simply the personages and institutions of the Ancien Regime but their
philosophical underpinnings as well; it launched Napoleon upon his magnificent and
ruinous career of Continental conquest; and when that career had at last run its course, the
memory of the Revolution and the upheaval it spawned greatly influenced the blueprint for
world order drafted at the Congress of Vienna (1815), an order that would disintegrate only
with the conflagration of the First World War. Moreover, the Revolution coincided with—
even when it and the reaction to it did not overtly advance—the scientific, technological,
political, and economic developments that provide the immediate foundation for the
structure of contemporary Western society. And further, the configuration of these and
other elements, if not absolutely contemporary, is at least recognizably modern. If the
material and cultural trappings of nineteenth-century Western Europe might initially perplex
visitors from the late twentieth century, we would nonetheless readily adapt ourselves to
the progressive, consumerist, and individualist sensibilities of the age. It is altogether

reasonable, therefore, that the French Revolution and the period following it be taken for
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the locus of the proximate origins of our own habits of memory. But upon reaching the
First Cataract we must not suppose that we have found the source of the Nile. The elements
shaping modern social memory traced by Ong, Connerton, and Hutton—technology,
commemoration, and acute historical awareness, respectively—remain confluent beyond
the escarpment of the French Revolution, and we may push somewhat farther upstream
before the course of modern memory disappears into a maze of traceless streams.

For the English-speaking world at least, the components of modern memory begin
to emerge and coalesce during the second half of the seventeenth century. England during
this time was as yet a pre-industrial society, but the new scientific thinking and methods
were making possible the technological advances that would soon make the shift from
cottage industry to factory production practicable. Further, Donald Bush notes that the first
half of the century saw the establishment of complex networks of trade and commerce that
bound the kingdom more securely in economic unity (10-13); these networks provided a
solid base for the development of colonial trade as the expansion and consolidation of the
empire accelerated after midcentury, making both raw materials and markets—the building-
blocks of industry—available to Britain. By century’s end the foundations of the Industrial
Revolution had been laid.

One consequence of this economic development was the rise of the social and
political influence of the trading and monied classes. This rise, combined with the break in
England’s political and social history occasioned by the Civil War and Commonweaith,
reconfigured the relationship of King, Parliament, and People. Charles II had no use for
the absolutist posturings of his father, in part because his temperament tended toward
pragmatism rather than unbending assertion of royal authority, but mainly out of
recognition of new political realities: Parliament and People had deposed one King and
recalled another; whatever political theorists such as Hobbes and Sir Robert Filmer might
assert, absolutism was dead in England—as James II discovered in 1688. Gone, too, was

the old thinking about the commemoration of royal power. The anniversary of Charles II’s
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restoration was observed as an almost sacred day, yet each May 29 celebration was as
much a reiteration of the new contract between King and People as of the Stuarts’ right to
rule. In fact, given the effective shift in political power, public ceremony in the decades
following the Restoration took on a controversialist character. The annual Pope-burning on
Queen Elizabeth’s Day (November 17), for example, came to have vaguely seditious
overtones during the Exclusion Crisis, when Opposition leaders played on Protestant fears
of a Catholic resurgence in their attempt to bar James from succeeding his brother; the
several progresses of Shaftesbury’s creature, the Duke of Monmouth, through the
countryside in 1680 likewise constituted a public ceremony that challenged the established
order in its mimicking of Charles’ own progress from Dover to London in 1660; and many
civic rituals in London—the election of the Lord Mayor, for instance, or the appointment of
sheriffs, the selection of juries, or the city’s reiteration of its sovereignty under its
Charter—were during the late 1670’s and early 1680’s reenacted with an eye toward
immediate political effect. In short, because the Restoration Settlement settled little with
regard to the political, religious, and dynastic make-up of post-Commonwealth England,
the commemoration of important personages and social institutions in the decades after the
Restoration had to become, to use Connerton's phraseology, more self-consciously
“performative” than previously. In stable, homogeneous, self-enclosed communities,
Connerton argues, “the gaps in shared memory are much fewer and slighter” than in large,
politically and socially complex urban societies; in these latter, Connerton continues, “we
must produce or at least imply a history of ourselves: an informal account which indicates
something of our origins” and explains “our present status and actions in relation to that
audience” (17).

The necessity for such self-conscious public performance was reinforced by the
break in England’s constitutional and cultural history effected by the Civil War and eleven
years of Parliamentary rule. As popular wisdom would have it, the troubled 1640’s and

1650’s were God’s trials for a sinful nation; now that England had recognized its sins and
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restored its true King, it would emerge a cleansed and blessed land and experience a wholly
unprecedented era of heaven-sent stability, prosperity, and martial achievement. But if this
sense of newness gave England an invigorating confidence, it also lent the nation an intense
awareness of its own historical present, and forced it to define itself, its character and
destiny, anew against its past. It compelled England to answer in a self-conscious way two
fundamental questions: Who are we English to be as a people? How are we to best order
ourselves and our society? Though it was natural to seek parallels for this ostensibly new
society in Augustan Rome or Elizabethan England, wholly new forces ensured that the past
would remain the past and the present, fashioning its own identity, would increasingly look
toward the future. The New Science, for one, not only challenged the last vestiges of
medieval ecclesiastical and scholastic authority, it enabled the Western mind to reconfigure
its cosmology, enabled humanity to manipulate and to some degree liberate itself from
external nature to a degree heretofore unknown. And if the scientific method enabled us to
shape our physical environment, it could allow us to reshape our society as well—perhaps
even the mind itself—according to the prescriptions of a pragmatic rationalism. It was
Locke who provided the theoretical structure for the reconfiguration of society when he
argued that the mind contained no innate ideas and when he stressed the role of education in
the formation of sensibility. According to his doctrines, the proper education and ordering
of the mind could remove those obstacles to a just and reasonably ordered society:
prejudice, dogmatism, immoderate self-love, even madness itself. Moreover, the careful
supervision of human perception and experience could shape consciousness, perhaps even
reorder the way we thought about ourselves, and about history and time. Empiricism, in
short, made it possible to believe in such a thing as Progress—material, political, social,
intellectual, and psychological. Henceforth time would bear us forward to the fullest
approximation of perfection that humanity might achieve; precedent need no longer
circumscribe us. And anyway, as Paul Hazard observes, a new mindset was taking

possession of the Western world at large. History was regarded with increasing skepticism:
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“The very notion of historicity was tending to disappear. If, now, men turned their backs
on the past, it was because they thought it something evanescent, Protean, something
impossible to grasp and reclaim, something inherently and inveterately deceptive” (30); the
authority of history was being rapidly supplanted by the new cult of novelty. Paraphrasing
Paul Valéry’s pronouncement upon the modern ethos of innovation for its own sake? and

applying it to the latter half of the seventeenth century, Hazard comments,

Novelty, which in the nature of things must be perishable, fleeting, has
assumed such overwhelming importance in our eyes, that, if it is absent,
nothing else avails; if it is present, nothing else is needed. If we would
escape the the reproach of nullity, if we would avoid being objects of
ridicule, if we would save ourselves from utter boredom, we have to be
constantly more and more advanced, in art, in morals, in politics, in ideas,
and now, such is our nature, all we care about, all that matters to us, is the
shock of wonderment and surprise (30).

The presence of acute historical awareness, of politically charged public ceremony,
and of the beginnings of industrialism and commercialism in this period should not surprise
us, for the mid- to late-seventeenth century is, after all, the threshold to our own
modernity, in our habits of memory as well as in our rationalism, skepticism, and sense of
progress. But subsuming the bare materials of memory traced by Hutton, Connerton, and
Ong, is the mode according to which the intellect, psyche, and body fashion cognitive,
emotional, and physical experience into working memory. The mode of, say, a literary
work is generally determined by three things: the attitude of its author toward its subject
matter, the author’s design or intent for the work, and (consequently) the expectations for
tone, conventions, and theme the work fosters in the reader. Analogously, the predominant
mode of memory in a given society at a given time is largely determined by that society’s
relationship to its past, which in turn determines the ends to which the materials of public
memory are put, as well as the expectations for the present and future significance of such

materials and the memory into which they are fashioned. Out of many possible social

2 In Regards sur le monde actuel (1931).
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attitudes toward the past, two are particularly important for our discussion here. The first
regards the past as an integral element of the present: past and present in effect compose a
single atemporal moment, atemporal because from this perspective the matter of history—
human nature, its perceptions, appetites, and motives; human society, its order and
institutions; and human endeavor, whether in statecraft, learing, or the arts—is considered
constant and universal. When there is no allowance for rapid, wholesale change, let alone
moral and material progress, time itself is more or less fixed. Thus, insofar as the past is
distinguished from the present, its patterns and precedents inform contemporary
experience, giving society a lens through which to perceive and interpret the elements of its
present moment. The lens of the past may be turned on the present day with ironic intent or
effect (for instance, to remind us that we are not living up to the example of our
predecessors), but because the past is a repository of cultural values and traditions, and as
such the source of collective identity, it is itself viewed altogether unironically with regard
to the present.

But whereas this perspective emphasizes continuity between past and present, the
second looks upon the past and sees differences, discontinuities separating it from the
present day. Yet greater here than the real differences in material circumstances, social
institutions, and philosophical systems is the psychological distance between past and
present, a distance sufficient to encourage a belief in the inevitability of change and
progress, and with these, a sense of dramatic irony when one looks back from the present
age upon a less advanced, less enlightened past. From the ironic perspective, the past is not
a living thing, integral to one’s sense of the present, but a thing quite apart from it, because
completed—and complete in itself, history comprising but a series of present moments in
which the current one must surrender its place to the next, and that to the next, ad
infinitum. At most the past merely harbors the causes of the conditions now being
experienced. And because of its detachment and essential estrangement from the present,

the past cannot properly be studied in terms of continuities, lest one lapse into
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anachronism, but must be reconstructed, reassembled from painstakingly recovered and
sifted evidence, both physical and documentary. History thus becomes a discipline, an
occupation for the specialist, and comes to consist of the facts we can establish with
certainty rather than those things which we merely believe to have been true.

When a society looks upon its past and sees continuity with the present, its mode of
memory tends to be what we might call “figurative.” The conditions of the historical
present, assessed and interpreted as they are in terms of historical or literary precedent, are
thereby endowed with more than their literal significance, for they seem to refer not only to
themselves but to all earlier parallels. Indeed, the more connections that can be made (and
the more explicitly made) between past and present, the better: such explicit connections
channel the often bewildering whirl of the present more securely within the familiar courses
of the past. Thus the materials of memory are fitted into existing patterns of narrative and
interpretation, as in the practice of typology, making accounts of present-day circumstances
highly emblematic and allusive in nature, fostering and indeed dependent upon a well-
endowed collective sense of spiritual, historical, and literary traditions. When, however,
the past is understood in terms of its differences from the present, the mode of memory
tends to be “literal.” That is, the historical present, believed to be generally discrete and
definable, as any other moment in time, largely in terms of its characteristic material,
cultural, and organizational features, invites investigation and description according to
minute particularization and categorization of these defining features. An understanding of
the present moment, therefore, requires close scrutiny of the immediate, prosaic realities of
the everyday world. This self-referentialism encourages a fair degree of historical relativity,
for it implicitly acknowledges that age will differ from age; moreover, it allows for and
even encourages a personal awareness of the present historical moment, making the literal
mode of social memory far more individualistic than its opposite, for each member of
society can describe the realities about him. Indeed, it is in the interest of individual

members to make themselves aware of these everyday realities, since in societies in which
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the present is psychologically detached from the past, political power and influence are
derived less from traditional institutions of order and authority, than from the ability to
fashion current circumstances into plausible pronouncements upon the defining
characteristics—governmental, commercial, and diplomatic strengths and deficiencies, for
instance—of the present day. Such definitive assessments, after all, have a good deal to do
with shaping administrative, economic, and military policies, as well as with creating a
picture of the age that gives its inhabitants a sense of themselves both as individuals and as
members of a collective body with a collective purpose—a very necessary orientation for
the most part lost once the present has become estranged from any notion of a “living” past.

It is only logical that the figurative mode of memory would tend to flourish in
preliterate societies rather than in literate ones. Ong’s description of thought in oral
societies—as coming into being in “heavily rhythmic, balanced patterns, in repetitions or
antitheses, in alliterations and assonances, in epithetic and other formulary expressions, in
standard thematic settings . . . in proverbs which are constantly heard by everyone so that
they come to mind readily and which themselves are patterned for retention and ready
recall, or in other mnemonic forms” (34)—might well be a list of the techniques of
figurative memory. It is equally logical that highly literate societies would tend toward the
literal mode, which stresses the importance of documentation and employs methods of
historical inquiry that could not exist without the possibilities for textual retrieval and
analysis made available by literacy. However, though a society’s predominant mode of
memory may be greatly influenced by its degree of literacy (as well as other, nontechnical
factors, such as its system of cosmology), it is not necessarily determined by it. Indeed, as
the Western world discovered in the seventeenth century, the Chinese and the ancient
Egyptians possessed both highly literate cultures and a profound, even religious sense of
continuity with the past. And in this present age of what Ong terms “secondary orality,”
when the ubiquitousness of visual media has replicated the power of the spoken word, the

“participatory mystique,” “communal sense,” and “concentration on the present moment”
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found in primary orality (136), a reconstituted oral cuiture finds itself isolated from even its
recent past, as I have suggested above, by its dependence upon screen imagery, sound-
bites, and consumer goods for self-definition.

Mnemonic mode must therefore be considered in any examination of social
memory, for it provides the framework for the materials of memory in a given society at a
given time. Having briefly traced the materials of modern memory back to the latter half of
the seventeenth century, I will now go a step farther and argue that for the English-
speaking world it is during this period that our modern mode of memory is established as
well. For it is during this period that the two modes of memory I have just outlined, the
figurative and the literal, cease to be mutually complementary and emerge as competing
modes of social memory. Their coexistence is remarkable not in itself, for there is nothing
to prevent several modes of memory from coexisting, especially in such a setting as
seventeenth-century England, which witnessed one of the greatest series of cultural
transitions to ever occur. At the beginning of the century, England’s absolutist bent, its
complacent repose upon ecclesiastic and scholastic authority, and its intellectual isolation
showed that it had yet to throw off the trappings of late medievalism; by century’s end,
absolutism had effectively been replaced by constitutional monarchy and relatively broad
popular participation in political affairs, the aristocracy of blood by an aristocracy of
finance and commerce, the reassurances of faith by the methods of the New Science, and
intellectual obscurity by a burst of philosophic brilliance that only France could rival. No,
the remarkable thing here is not the presence of two rival mnemonic modes, but that the
struggle that developed between them became so openly, so self-consciously contested. By
the end of the Augustan period the outcome had been decided: the literal mode had
triumphed and the figurative was in ever-deepening eclipse, an obscurity from which it has
never significantly emerged. The divorce of these two modes would thus have important

consequences for the subsequent evolution of social memory; in fact, as I hope to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



demonstrate, it would largely determine the habits of collective memory from the mid-
eighteenth century down to our own time.

The literal mode certainly benefitted from the increase of literacy during this period,
as well as from political, economic, and social changes that increased popular authority at
the expense of the Crown and aristocracy. One must also cite significant shifts in thinking
about time and history. As Hazard explains, researches into the histories of the ancient
Egyptians and Chinese showed that the world was far older than Christian Europe had
supposed (42-44). As the bounds of the human past receded into darkest obscurity, doubt,
which typified the temper of the age toward all received knowledge, at last fell upon
historical knowledge as well. Not only, as [ have noted above, was the reliability of one’s
information about the past in question,3 that information, once uncovered, was often treated
as if it were the stuff of epic, tragedy, or romance. Was not Clio, after all, the sister Muse
of Calliope, Melpomene, and Erato? Hazard sums up the ethos of the “old history” thus:

Drama, pathos—these things are of the stuff of History; therefore she must
be allowed a sumptuous setting. Battles, conspiracies, revolutions,
schisms—first-rate material, fine subjects these! With her taste for rhetoric,
she is akin to poetry, for what is poetry but a form of eloquence, an
eloquence controlled by rhyme? Noble herself, she breathes the sublime as
her native air. She must, of course, provide a rich assortment of speeches,
descriptions, maxims, analyses, parallels (31).

In short, history had been a literary art first, and a professional discipline second. Put
another way, it was understood and practiced as a figurative endeavor. This did much to
undermine its respectability in a century that, beginning with Bacon, came to believe that
the world external to the human self could be objectified, understood in itself apart from

3 In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), for instance, Locke underscores the tenuousness
of historical knowledge in his discussion of the unreliability of traditional testimonies: “I think
nothing more valuable than the Records of Antiquity: [ wish we had more of them, and more
uncorrupted. But this, Truth it self forces me to say, That no Probability can arise higher than its first
Original™—that is, the original testimony upon which subsequent historical accounts are based,

[which] though cited afterwards by hundreds of others, one after another, is so far from
receiving any strength thereby, that it is only the weaker. Passion, Interest, [nadvertency,
Mistake of his meaning, and a thousand odd Reasons, or Caprichio’s, Men's Minds are
acted by . . . may make one Man quote another Man's Words or Meaning wrong (664).
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human prejudices and limitations. The problem, however, was to liberate one’s perceptions
and assessments from the received notions of the scholasticists and the vagaries of
imprecise language. Bacon observes in aphorism LX in Book I of The New Organon
(1620), for example, “The idols imposed by words on the understanding are of two kinds.
They are either names of things which do not exist, . . . or they are names of things which
exist, but yet confused and ill defined and hastily and irregularly derived from realities”
(342). Similarly, he declares in aphorism LXIX that existing methods of inquiry and
demonstration “do little else than make the world the bondslave of human thought and
human thought the bondslave of words” (348).

Hobbes is more of a relativist than Bacon, but he, too, believes that absolute fact
can be established if we steer clear of linguistic tangles (what he frequently terms
“insignificant speech™), of the siough of moral abstraction (what one society calls wisdom,
justice, and gravity another may call fear, cruelty, and stupidity), and, especially, of the
maze of Fancy, which if unchecked leads us into a kind of madness, “such as they have,
that entring into any discourse, are snatched from their purpose, by every thing that comes
in their thought, into so many, and so long digressions, and Parentheses, that they utterly
lose themselves™ (Leviarhan X111, 136). If Fancy is to “be more eminent” in poetry, it is
because poems “please for the Extravagancy”; but Judgement must predominate in history,
“because the goodnesse consisteth, in the Method, in the Truth, and in the Choyse of the
actions that are most profitable to be known” (136). But even method, truth, and the proper
subject cannot redress the fundamental problem with historical knowledge. Though
Hobbes calls history “the Register of Knowledge of Fact,” that is, of “Absolute
Knowledge™ (IX, 147-8), he also insists that when we cannot verify a fact for ourselves,
we must take on faith another’s account of it, and, moreover, that ail knowledge of cause
and effect “is not Absolute, but Conditionall. No man can know by Discourse, that this, or
that, is, has been, or will be; which is to know absolutely: but onely, that if This be, That
is; if This has been, That has been; if This shall be, That shall be” (VII, 131). Since all or
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most historical testimony is provided by others and must be taken on faith, its explanations
of cause and effect linking fact with fact must be doubly suspect, making history of a kind
with religious belief: we may believe or not, as we choose. As with scriptural history, “so
it is also with all other History. For if I should not believe all that is written by Historians,
of the glories of Alexander, or Cesar; I do not think the Ghost of Alexander, or Cesar,
had any just cause to be offended; or any body else, but the Historian. If Livy say the Gods
made once a Cow speak, and we believe it not; wee distrust not God therein, but Livy”
(VII, 133-134). Whatever ideals Hobbes might hold for history as a repository of
“knowledge of Fact, which is a thing past, and irrevocable” (V, 115), it seems clear that for
him the limitations of historical knowledge induce its compilers to include in their works
much that is merely received and repeated from tradition or myth, or that is in itself
fantastic, hyperbolic, episodic, and (to use Bacon’s term) “parabolic” (that is,
allegorical)—in short, much that partakes of the figurative and cannot be verified either as
absolutely or literally true.

If Hobbes’s insistence upon a distinct separation of history and poetry, of the
factual (literal) and fanciful (figurative), ends up calling itself into question, his impulse is a
common one for his age. So low had the figurative habit sunk in the estimation of many of
the age’s leading thinkers that as early as mid-century Hobbes can give a nasty twist to the
well-worn truism that, as even the prosaic Bacon had declared in De Dignitate et Augmentis
Scientarum (1623), “[Slince the acts and events which are the subjects of real history are
not of sufficient grandeur to satisfy the human mind, Poesy is at hand to feign acts more
heroical; since the successes and issues of actions as related in true history are far from
being agreeable to the merits of virtue and vice, Poesy corrects it, exhibiting events and
fortunes as according to merit and the law of providence” (407). Hobbes turns this on its
head. When historical poetry is allowed to pass for history itself, he says, the results may
be potentially destructive: young men “nourished by the Histories, or Fictions of Gallant

persons” (Leviathan VI, 125) are likely to be incited to vainglorious imitation of their
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heroes, disrupting the settled order of human society in violation of the first law of nature,
which is to seek peace. Early in the century, it was possible to idealize figurative truth; by
mid-century such idealization was highiy suspect. By the end of the ceatury Locke would
go further, and list figurative language, even when used in “Discourses, where we seek
rather Pleasure and Delight, than Information and Improvement,” as an abuse of speech:
“{I1f we would speak of Things as they are, we must allow, that all the Art of Rhetorick,
besides Order and Cleamess, all the artificial and figurative application of Words Eloquence
hath invented, are for nothing else but to insinuate wrong Ideas, move the Passions, and
thereby mislead the Judgement; and so indeed are perfect cheat” (An Essay Concerning
Human Understanding, 111, viii, 508). But in the meantime, at midcentury, so long as the
figurative made no pretense to be literal, and the literal avoided the trappings of the
figurative, all was well.

But as it happened, poetry did not stay “poetic,” did not isolate itself and its
figurative way of representing human experience from the literalism of the everyday worid.
It did not content itself with fanciful retellings of the martial and amorous exploits of
mythological heroes, with closely veiled allegories of the political intrigue of court, with the
business of seduction among the aristocratic classes, with the problems of faith for the
individual Christian soul, or with the playful distortion of poetic diction and conceit. On the
contrary, the political, social, and economic forces unleashed or hastened by the Civil Wars
that had effected a slow society-wide shift in the mode of memory were effecting likewise
the emergence of a new kind of poetry, occasional, journalistic, satirical in tone and
broadly public in its appeal, a poetry that could participate in and to some degree frame the
subjects and terms of public debate. The unprecedented influence of poetry in the public
sphere is important in itself, but this new public mode of poetry also serves as an apt
vehicle for the study of the estrangement of the figurative and literal mnemonic modes
during the Augustan period, and for two reasons. First, even as the value and integrity of

figurative habit came to be increasingly suspected, public poetry trained the figurative lens
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upon the historical present and presumed to encompass and explain everyday political and
social experience in a manner that was highly analogical, emblematic, allusive, and
rhetorical. It did not claim to present its audience with the literal truth, nor offer itself up as
literal truth’s pale auxiliary, “poetic truth”; rather, it sought to force its readers to see in the
political, social, and cultural events of the day another dimension: a broader historical
significance, a greater moral and ethical universality. This dimension is discernible,
however, only when one learns to descry the archetypal in the everyday, and the everyday
relevance of the archetypal—to see the literal in the figurative and the figurative in the
literal. In short, the figurative is not a subsritute for literal truth; it reveals more of literal
truth than immediately meets the eye. This combination or blending of the actual with the
emblematic, the poetic with the prosaic, allows us to trace in public poetry the
complementary and competing claims of figurative and literal mnemonic techniques, but
further, the viability of public poetry for the better part of a century, from 1660 to 1745,
suggests as well that the figurative might well have maintained its place alongside the literal
in the formation of social memory.

That it did not, and was rapidly giving way to the literal by the middle of the
eighteenth century, may be attributed to the peculiar rise, evolution, and decline of public
poetry from the advent of John Dryden, whose own rise as a public figure coincides with
that of the public mode itself in Engiland, through the death of Alexander Pope, whose
career as Dryden’s greatest literary inheritor witnessed what has proven to be the lasting
triumph of the literal mode of social memory over the figurative. Thus the period of public
poetry’s preeminence in English literary history constitutes, secondly, an important
moment in the evolution of social consciousness, a moment that stands as the proximate
origin of our own habits of memory. For as it unfolded, the comparatively brief career of
public poetry inadvertently helped to ensure the eventual ascendancy of the literal
mnemonic mode. In the decades after the Restoration, and even during the first years of the

eighteenth century, the two main mnemonic modes remain largely united not only within
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public poetry, but to a sufficient degree within the periodical essay (as practiced, say, by
Addison and Steele) as well, allowing these potential generic rivals to remain essentially
complementary. Ultimately, however, two factors would put these genres at odds with one
another. The first is the appeal of the immediacy and specificity of prose journalism and
fiction. These not only contributed greatly to the commercial success of prose at the
expense of poetry, but sapped the latter’s cultural authority as well, for they inculcated
habits of reading and of seeing the larger world that depended very little upon the emblem,
allusion, and precedential parallels public poetry used to reinforce its readers’ sense of
participation in their nation’s historical and literary traditions. In journalism, the present
moment is news; yesterday belongs to the obscurity of the past. And as for poetry’s new
rival, John Feather points out that, “From the [book-] trade’s point of view, the
significance of the novel lay not in its literary merit but in its essential triviality. It was seen
as an ephemeral production to be read once and then forgotten. This meant that, once the
demand had been created, a continuous supply of new novels was needed to fill it” (97).
By mid-century, readers had become accustomed to and demanded novelty above all else.
As in our own day, the habit of seeing the past in the present ceased to be relevant and
viable; explication of the present moment in terms of itseif was now what mattered.

The second factor has to do with public poetry itself. Put simply, as the standard-
bearer of the figurative mode of social memory, it little by little ceased to adequately
illuminate the prosaic realities of the everyday world and thereby gradually lost its
credibility as an interpreter of the historical present. Though its primary spokesman,
Alexander Pope, would, like Dryden, come to serve his contemporaries and successors as
a social emblem, a cultural mnemonic that defined the @sthetic ideals of the age, these
ideals were no longer integral to the way the age went about fashioning its definitions of
itself. In particular, Pope’s attempts to “epicize” his times in increasingly agonistic verse
produced some of the most brilliant satirical poetry in the language, but the more forceful
his attempts to impose a figurative interpretation of the historical present upon his audience.
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the more his work alienated its readers. Its sensibility was at odds with theirs, and
seemingly out of synch with the world it purported to describe and define. When Pope in
his final years at length claimed that Universal Darkness was about to bury all, and forever,
the inhabitants of a economically prosperous, politically stable, militarily potent England
probably wondered what on earth the eccentric little man could have in mind. Public poetry
had initially recommended itself by appealing to common experience of everyday realities:
the poet could blend the figurative with the literal, the poetic with the prosaic, because
individual readers could be expected to verify the aptness of his observations for
themselves; now common experience had grown independent of the society’s poet-

prophets.

3. The Purpose of the Present Project
Literature, and particularly public poetry, was the last sphere in which the

techniques of the literal and figurative mnemonic modes remained mutually informative.
But as the preponderance of the literal in prose and of the figurative in poetry effectively
segregated these two modes of social memory as well as the two genres, the English-
speaking world lost a way of remembering that it had employed for centuries, for the
cultural eclipse of poetry and the figurative habits of mind and memory it inculcated would
prove more or less permanent. This eclipse would prove to be very important for the
evolution of the habits of memory with which we are today familiar, and which seem to be
so impervious to alteration. However, if the eclipse of the figurative mode shows us
anything, it is that the methods of memory do evolve, and thus the struggle between
mnemonic modes in the Augustan age provides an opportunity for an investigation of how
and why the techniques of social memory change over time, and, more specifically, how

the foundations of our own habits of memory came to be laid.
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The purpose of this project, then, is to trace in the rise, evolution, and decline of
public poetry in England from 1660 to 1745 the estrangement and divorce of the figurative
and literal modes of social memory, and to explore the consequences of this divorce for the
cultural importance of poetry in the Augustan age, for the age’s definitions of itself, for our
own understanding of the age, and for our understanding of techniques of fashioning social
memory in the late tweatieth century.

4. The Origins and Design of the Present Study

An account of the origins of this project will, I hope, go some way toward
explaining and justifying its method and structure. I began with an Augustan conundrum
that had plagued me almost since my introduction to the literature of the Restoration and
eighteenth century: the discrepancy between the temperament of the age as described by its
literary successors and historians, and the temperament of the age as manifested in its
literature. Received opinion from the time of Johnson until at least 1988, when I was
presented with it in graduate school, holds that it was an age of imitation, not innovation;
that the Augustan poet had to practice emotional restraint and observe a strict propriety of
manner; that the poet and his or her poetry must subscribe to a rigid classification of poetic
forms, styles, and subjects, and to a prescribed poetic diction; that it was the business of
the poet to make general pronouncements of universal truths, and that this imperative
entailed a rejection of the particular and the personal. Useful shorthand, perhaps, but as the
young Mary Pierrepont so rightly observed to her future husband, “General Notions are
generally wrong™4. This is an age, after all, in which existing poetic models (such as verse
satire) were so revised as to be in effect remade; an age that saw the emergence of many

new literary forms, among them the novel, the periodical essay, and the polite letter. This is

4Letter to Edward Wortley Montagu, March 28, 1710.
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an age in which regularity of form and propriety of manner and diction were frequently
followed for ironic effect or abandoned altogether; an age in which political and literary
controversy often made literature very personal and minutely particular. Could we expect
otherwise of the period of Rochester, Dryden, Dennis, Bentley, Swift, Pope, and Lady
Mary herself? Still, gratifying as it might be, one cannot wholly attribute the disparity
between Augustan reputation and reality to the willful misunderstandings of the Romantics
(particularly Wordsworth) or the complacency of literary historians. For often they simply
repeated what the age had said of itself. After all, Addison merely echoes Dryden and
anticipates Pope when he declares in Spectaror No. 253 (December 20, 1711),

It is impossible, for us who live in the later Ages of the World, to make
Observations in Criticism, Morality, or in any Art or Science, which have
not been touched upon by others. We have little else left us, but to represent
the common Sense of Mankind in more strong, more beautiful, or more
uncommon Lights (253).
Pope’s own An Essay Upon Criticism (1711) cautions his reader against the impulsive
adoption of new or archaic words, against wanton deviation from classical precedents, and
against the exercise of the imagination unchecked by judgement. And in Johnson's
Rasselas (1759) we find Imlac’s oft-quoted admonishment to poets, perhaps the very
emblem of eighteenth-century literary theory:
“The business of a poet,” said Imiac, “is to examine, not the individual, but
the species; to remark general properties and large appearances: he does not
number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the different shades in the
verdure of the forest. He is to exhibit in his portraits of nature such
prominent and striking features, as recall the original to every mind” (527-
28).
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No wonder that such pronouncements should have prompted successive generations of
critics to mine the period’s literature for decorous statements of universal truths. It will not
do, however, to take Addison, Pope, and Johnson at their word; the form, temper, and
subjects of their own works too often belie their theoretical assertions.

Put another way, if we have misrepresented the Augustan age, it is largely because
the age misrepresented itself to itself. One might say it misremembered itself, mistaking its
ideals, its cherished myths, its favorite images for its realities—or rather, that it came to
retain the memory of certain realities and discard that of others, fashioning its identity from
what was obvious and easily preserved. There is nothing unique to the Augustans in this:
every age does the same. Nor is there anything sinister in the practice. It is merely
necessary. For memory is not so much a matter of retention as of propitious forgetting: it is
impossible to remember until we have fargotten enough to make manageable what we have
known; memory is not the print on a page, but the white spaces between the line and
letters. But it is also possible for us to adopt a contrary view and argue that Augustan
literature has indeed preserved more of the truth of its times than is apparent at first glance.
The trick is to recover, not the bewildering variety of experience of late seventeenth- and
early eighteenth-century England—we can never know exactly what it was like to be alive
during that time—but the components of social memory and, especially, the manner (or
mode) of their configuration. Their recovery is essential to making the perceptual,
intellectual, and ®sthetic idioms of the period more readily accessible, that is, richer and
more explicit in their significations. And such access, in turn, allows us to reconstruct the
ostensible and implicit motivations informing the habits of social memory with which the
Augustans fashioned their historical present into patterns of experience sufficiently coherent
and emblematic to serve as plausible definitions of the age and its inhabitants.

Thus what I have labelled the “conundrum” of the Augustan age led me to examine
the processes of public memory during the years 1660-1745; further, the vigorousness of
these processes as they played themselves out in the public poetry of the period led to my
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decision to choose poetry as the best medium in which to examine them. Tracing the rise,
development, and decline of public poetry makes a chronological survey only logical, but
even if it were feasible, it is well beyond the scope of this study to survey the period year
by year or poem by poem. Rather, it occurred to me that by comparing two points in time,
related in many respects but sufficiently distant from one another to be readily
distinguished, one might more readily discern broad differences of sensibility, worldview,
and thereby mnemonic technique by gaining the advantage of retrospective overview—that
is, of a before-and-after comparison. It was fortuitous (though, as I hope to show, not
wholly coincidental) that the advent of public poetry coincides with the career of John
Dryden, and its demise with that of Alexander Pope. Their contrasting portrayals of the
historical present, as well as their differences in subject, tone, and method, aptly
demonstrate the shifts in sensibility and thereby those in mnemonic modes between 1660
and 1745. The poetic works of Dryden and Pope thus serve as ready case studies for the
evolution in mnemonic matter and method during the Augustan age. But in addition, both
Dryden and Pope as public personages were in their own times recognized as important
vehicles for social seif-perception as well as indispensable components of their societies’
emerging self-definitions; in fact, by virtue of their enduring popularity and the sheer
figurative power of their verse, they came to be reconstituted by their contemporaries and
successors into cultural mnemonics of a sort, living emblems of a whole complex of
asthetic, philosophical, moral, and political values that in its turn epitomized an important
chapter in Britain’s literary and social history. It is this consideration that prompts me to
choose the careers of these two major figures as the main pillars supporting the arch of my
thesis. For the lives, works, and personz of these two poets, [ would argue, not only best
demonstrate the immense role poetry had in shaping the historical present and habits of
memory in early modemn Britain, but also neatly comprehend the struggie between the

figurative and literal mnemonic modes during the period 1660-1745.
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However, [ would not be taken to imply that to support my argument [ shall consult
only the public poetry of the period, or only that poetry composed by Dryden and Pope. In
order to trace the influence of poetry upon the sensibilities of the period, I intend to make
frequent reference to contemporary drama, letters, diaries, newspapers, and memoirs, as
well as popular histories. And here it might behoove me to point out that [ am very much
aware that it is one thing to make a case for public poetry’s capacity for giving shape to the
historical present or to enumerate its efforts toward so doing, and quite another to establish
definitively the exact measure either of its impact upon the private understanding of
individuals or of its influence upon the work of professional historians. We are unlikely,
for instance, to discover diary entries or personal letters that are as highly figurative in their
accounts of events as the occasional poetry of the period; nor should we expect that
Dryden’s treatment of the Exclusion Crisis, say, or Pope’s portrayal of the administration
of George II should appear undiluted in the writings of professional historians. That is, the
test of public poetry’s influence is not its being taken for and applied as literal truth.
Although, as Roy Porter notes in his biography of Gibbon, the contemporaries of Dryden
and Pope quite “self-consciously acted out their lives on a historical stage, fortified by the
maxims of the past, playing the parts of ancient soldiers and sages™ (30), and the practice
of history itself in their time was comparatively figurative in the sense that it often presented
the past as an unfolding narrative of Providential design or as a series of morally edifying
exempla (24ff.), we must remember that after all the importance of public poetry in this
period is its ability to make the significance of the events and personages of the day readily
comprehensible, usually by placing them in an immediately recognizable figurative context,
be it historical, literary, or typological. Public poetry thus participates in what Connerton
labels “communal memory,” that is, in the creation and continuation of society’s
“informally told narrative histories™ (17), rather than in the textual and archaeological
reconstruction of the past usually associated with the practices of the professional historian.

Therefore, the test of public poetry’s importance for the shaping of worldview is its
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capacity to fashion a plausible present meaning for the present moment, and it does this
through the deftness of its figuration, its power to persuade and to provoke in its readers
the desired thought and action. As for Dryden and Pope, they are not the only poets of their
age who were able to incite, inspire, and, in some cases, indict their public and their
society; they are instead starting points for my researches, emblems of the public person-
ages whose works provide the material for my investigations.

I have organized those investigations as follows. Chapter 1, “Public Poetry: A
Definition and Historical Overview,” offers a working definition of public poetry and an
admittedly brief and selective survey of its history in England, beginning with the oral
poetry of the Anglo-Saxons and ending with the death of the first truly public English poet,
Ben Jonson. The first half of Chapter 2, “Public Poetry in the Middle Decades of the
Seventeenth Century,” continues the history of public poetry in England, exploring the
political, social, and cultural forces underlying public poetry’s rise to pre€éminence at the
time of the Restoration. The second half of the chapter looks at the career of John Dryden
during the 1660°s and 1670’s, focusing specifically upon his displacement of the courtly
wits as literary arbiters. In tracing the particular rhetorical strategies and figures by which
Dryden eroded the ®sthetic prerogative of the gentleman-amateur, this portion of the
chapter incidentally demonstrates how public poetry—in this case, dramatic prologues and
epilogues—could effect major changes in the larger society’s assessment of and
expectations for its cultural values and identity. Chapter 3, “Poetry and Memory in
Augustan England,” provides the classical background for seventeenth-century notions of
memory, then examines the late seventeenth century’s own “®sthetics of memory,” which,
even as it offered a theoretical explanation for poetry’s impact upon memory, also justified
poetry’s participation in public affairs in an age grown skeptical of figurative expression.
Chapter 4, “The Exclusion Crisis and Images of English Puritanism: A Case Study of
Poetry and Memory in Augustan England,” shows how in practice public poetry worked to
shape social memory in the decades after the Restoration. Chapters 5 and 6, “From *Great
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Anna!’ to ‘Great Anarch!’” (Parts I and II), discuss Pope’s futile attempt to advance both
the authority of public poetry and the efficacy of figurative memory. In the conclusion to
the study, I survey the immediate and long-term consequences of Pope's peculiar influence
upon English poetry, paying particular attention to how one of those consequences, the
demise of the figurative mnemonic mode, has shaped the matter, manner, and tone of
memory in our own age, and has—at least indirectly—bequeathed to us the anxious, ironic
temper of our own solipsistic, slightly paranoid century.

My hope for the present study is twofold. First, I hope to add to our understanding
of memory in our own time by plausibly tracing its proximate origins to a time earlier than
commonly supposed and to a specific conflict of mnemonic modes, the resolution of which
has helped shape our own habits of communal memory. This study is intended, then, as an
exercise in “practical™ criticism to complement earlier studies of memory, whether
theoretical or practical, such as Frances Yates’ The Art of Memory (1966), Walter Ong’s
Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982), Paul Connerton’s How
Societies Remember (1989), Patrick Hutton’s History as an Art of Memory (1993), Mary
Carruthers’ The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (1990), David
Cressy’s Bonfires and Bells: National Memory and the Protestant Calendar in Elizabethan
and Stuart England (1989), Jocelyn Harris' Jane Austen’s Art of Memory (1989), and Paul
Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) and Wartime (1989). As even this
brief list suggests, in recent years the study of memory has been regularly applied to
historical and literary topics; to my knowledge, however, no such study has been
undertaken on the years 1660-1745. Moreover, by focusing on the role of public poetry in
the shaping of Augustan memory and self-definition, I hope both to add a literary
dimension to recent social histories of the period, such as Roy Porter’s English Society in
the Eighteenth Century (1982) and Linda Colley’s Britons: Forging a Nation, [707-1837

(1992), and to introduce the problem of memory into discussions—such as Howard
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Weinbrot’s recently published Britannia’s [ssue—of literary history and the emergence of
historical consciousness.

My second aim is the more ambitious by far: to give the modern reader an
appreciation both for the energy of Augustan poetry and for a world in which poetry had a
major part to play in the shaping of social sensibility—a role, sadly enough, that poetry has

forfeited in our own time.
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CHAPTER I

PUBLIC POETRY: A DEFINITION AND HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

1. Private, Semi-Private, and Public Poetry

To argue, as I do, that poetry of the second half of the seventeenth century had an
unprecedented influence upon the matter and manner of historical consciousness and
therefore upon the fashioning of social memory, one must argue likewise that during this
period the relationship between poetry and society at large was equally unprecedented. And
to claim that this new relationship between poetry and society constituted a triumph of
public poetry, I am compelled to do three things. First, I must make clear what I mean by
the term “public poetry”; second, I must show how the predominant poetic mode of this
age differs from those of earlier periods; and third, I must establish the means by which
and the terms upon which poetry in this period became a force for shaping public
perception, consciousness, and memory. For if I cannot make a case that such a thing as
public poetry exists, and further, that Augustan poetry in particular could (in theory) and
did (in practice) play a prominent public role, subsequent demonstrations of the specific
effects of particular poems will be spurious. In this chapter, then, I shall offer a working
definition of “public poetry” and attempt (by way of historical overview) to contrast the
fully public with what might be called the private and semi-private (or semi-public) poetic
modes; the following chapter will focus on the rise of poetry to a position of broad cultural
authority following the Restoration.

One should begin by observing that though all poetry can be made public, only
certain poetry can be public in the fullest sense of the word. Consider, for instance, the
following poem, which appeared in 1648:

Display thy breasts, my Julia, there let me
Behold that circummortal purity:
Betweene whose glories, there my lips Ile lay,
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Ravisht, in that faire Viag Lactea.

The year 1648 was a decisive one in England’s history. Late in 1647 Charles I had escaped
from the clutches of the New Model Army; by the end of the year he had made a deal with
the Scottish Presbyterians, who had fallen out with both the Army and Parliament. The
Royalist cause, crushed two and a haif years earlier at Naseby, was given a seeming
second life: early in 1648 the Civil War broke out anew. It did not, however, last long. The
Royalists, ill-organized and out-generalled, were defeated decisively by Cromwell at
Preston, and in Essex by Fairfax; the King was seized on the Isle of Wight; the Army
purged Parliament, leaving, as Ashley says, “a sectarian ‘Rump’” (89) that in short order
tried and convicted Charles for treason. The King was beheaded on January 30, 1649.

This tumult is a world away—at least—from the epigram on Julia’s breasts. With
the events of 1647-8 in mind, one might, conceivably, be led to argue that the poet, in full
psychological retreat from the violence and chaos of the public sphere, seeks out the
reassuring, almost maternal embrace of his mistress. Yet, detached from their historical
context, these lines suggest nothing beyond the immediate circumstances they portray. Of
those circumstances much may be observed. The speaker and Julia are apparently long-time
lovers, this being a poem not of seduction, but of consummation. The poet, so bold in his
request, can be no bolder than his Julia will tolerate; both must delight in frank eroticism,
an eroticism at once heightened and tempered by their easy familiarity. Further, their
eroticism is as rational and as spiritual as it is physical. When the speaker refers to the
“circummortal purity” of Julia’s “glories,” and renames them a “Via Lactea,” the abstraction
of his phrases suggests an intellectual distance between the speaker’s apprehension of
Julia’s beauty and his assessment of it (as does the Latin phrase); his declaration of her
beauty’s “circummortal purity” recalls the neoplatonic reconciliation of body and soul
found in the secular thought of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

Having inferred this much, what yet eludes us? For one thing, we know few

particulars of the poet or his mistress. We would know the poet’s name, for its appears on
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the title page of the volume in which this poem is found: Hesperides: or The Works Both
Humane & Divine of Robert Herrick Esq. But who is Robert Herrick? His portrait in the
frontispiece shows a burly, double-chinned fellow with a boldly arching nose and a great
tempest of bushy hair. Given the prominence of these features, we might suppose that this
Robert Herrick is something of an epicure—precisely the person to write a poem about his
mistress’ breasts. Taking his poem and his portrait together we might infer that Herrick is a
Royalist: no Roundhead would strike such a fleshly pose; no ardent Parliamentarian would
trifle with sensual epigrams. And presumably by the time we had read through the poems
preceding “Upon Julia’s Breasts™ we would have reached certain tentative conclusions
about his education, personal and mental habits, poetic style, and the like. In short,
Herrick’s volume suggests much to us about its author. But it zells us next to nothing. As
for Herrick, his character, as opposed to that of his poetic persona, remains elusive; we
know nothing of his condition or circumstances. Moreover, we know little of the
circumstances of the poem itself, its date of composition, the conditions under which it was
composed, and its intended audience. Who is Julia? “Julia” is no doubt a fictional name—
and might well be a wholly fictional personage. (Indeed, given the rather intimate nature of
much of the poetry in Hesperides, we would expect Herrick to be discreet regarding his
mistress, lest too many men claim too intimate a knowledge of her.) Without knowledge of
the poem’s circumstances, our suppositions regarding Herrick himself begin to erode.
Herrick mighs be a Cavalier, but if we learned that he composed this piece much before the
Civil War we might instead account him an imitator of Jonson's erotic poetry.

Herrick’s poem leaves us with such doubts and questions because as readers we are
left to look in at this poem, its characters and the drama between them, from the outside.
We are mere spectators here, and vulnerable spectators at that: we cannot be sure that we
understand the poet’s frame of reference, and have no chance either to endorse or to deny
his claims. Perhaps Herrick's lines, playful and spry as they are, will trigger the reader’s

own pleasant recollections, but in general the mind’s eye has few imagistic details upon
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which to work. As readers we are silent, passive, aural witnesses to the poet’s
exclamation—as if we were hearing him through a thin wall; we must take the poet at his
word, or not, as we are inclined.

This is not quite the case with the next poem, the Earl of Rochester’s ballad.
“Signor Dildo,” which was composed around December 1673, but published only thirty
years later, in 1703. Whereas Herrick's lines are largely self-contained, Rochester’s poem
is fully coherent, its humor fully comprehensible, only if the reader can account for the
allusions it makes to various contemporary events and personages. The first two stanzas,
for example, firmly establish the setting and occasion of the poem’s events:

You ladies all of merry England

Who have been to kiss the Duchess’s hand,
Pray did you lately observe in the show

A noble Italian called Signior Dildo?

This signior was one of Her Highness’s train,
And helped to conduct her over the main;

But now she cries out, “To the Duke I will go!

I have no more need for Signior Dildo” (Il. 1-8).

Why have the ladies of England been to Court to “kiss the Duchess’s hand™? What has
been the occasion of “the show™’s pageantry? The Duchess has lately come from [taly and
has married the Duke. Specifically, Mary of Modena and James, Duke of York have lately
wed. Circulating among Courtly circles the month after the November marriage,
Rochester’s poem could not have baffled his aristocratic contemporaries. It would not have
given commoners much confusion, for James’ second marriage was an important public
event. By 1670 James was known to be an avowed Papist; his marriage to Mary, whom
J.P. Kenyon describes as “a bigoted young Italian Catholic whose family were traditional
clients of France” (225), worried both ministers and the masses. Should Charles die
without an heir, the crown would pass first to James, then to his two Protestant daughters,
Mary and Anne. However, should the Duke and Duchess of York produce a son (as they
subsequently did in 1688), that Catholic son would succeed his father and reestablish, in
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effect, a Catholic monarchy in England. An intricately conditional scenario to be sure, but
vexing enough even in prospect to contribute to the breakup of the Cabal ministry.
Shaftesbury’s violent opposition to the marriage led to his dismissal from Court in 1674.
Soon afterward, anxiety over England’s future led the other members of the Cabal to turn
against one another, and split into mutually hostile camps.

I do not mean to suggest that Rochester’s poem hints at all or any of these
consequences of James’s marriage. Rather, [ wish only to point out that “Signior Dildo™
makes plain that the catalyst for its composition is a national episode, one with which
Rochester’s readers, whether actual or hypothetical, would have been very familiar.
Whereas Herrick’s poem proceeds from a private, publicly unverifiable frame of reference,
Rochester’s poem begins with a public allusion that every individual may confirm and
reflect upon for himself. James, Duke of York did indeed make an Italian noblewoman,
Mary Beatrice of Modena, his duchess. The event is one of public record, subject to public
scrutiny and comment. Somewhat less public are Rochester’s allusions to the women of
Court who turn or will likely turn their attentions to the slighted Signior: “My Lady
Southesk™ (1. 16), “the good Lady Suffolk™ and her daughter Lady Betty (1l. 21-2), “the
countess of Ralph” (1. 29), “Her Grace of Cleveland” (1. 37), “The countess of th’
Cockpit” (1. 45), “Red Howard, red Sheldon, and Temple so tall” (1. 49), “doll Howard”
(1. 53), “Tom Killigrew’s wife” (1. 65), “fair Madame Knight” (1. 70), and “the good Lady
Sandys” (1. 89). Most of these women were at least semi-public figures; if they were not
known personally or by sight to the reader, their titles would indicate their general
identities. Rochester dispenses with the coy literary pseudonyms that Herrick might have
used and “names names.” By doing so he greatly heightens his readers’ interest: readers
can themselves point out any of these personages and declare that this one or that one is
given sexual notoriety by Rochester’s poem. Indeed, Rochester’s poem would lose much
of its power to entertain if readers could not, by confirming for themselves the actual

existence of these women, participate vicariously in the moral scandals of Charles II's
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Court (themselves a matter of public record). His references to the countesses of “Ralph™
and “th’ Cockpit” might not be immediately clear, but we are sure, since he has been
careful to use real names, that Rochester has particular persons in mind—as it turns out,
Elizabeth, wife of Ralph, Earl and Duke of Montagu, and Nell Gwynn, respectively. If
anything, this bit of obscurity draws us further into the poem: intrigued, we make inquiries
and count ourselves lucky to be among the few “in the know.”

Yet Rochester’s poem is nowhere close to being fuily public. For one thing, though
it is topical and its frames of reference are public, the poem is not generally available to the
public. Its intended and actual audience is Rochester’s own circle of Courtly Wits. As
Samuel Hynes has observed, “Good gossip requires a closed society with open mouths™
(41). Rochester’s details are explicit enough—the Duchess of Cleveland “has swallowed
more pricks than the ocean has sand” (1. 38); “Doll” (Dorothy) Howard, “her teeth being
rotten, . . . smells best below™ (1. 55)—but given the closed circle of Courtly sexual
intrigue, those outside its narrow compass cannot personally verify such details. Outsiders
need not verify them for them to be titillating. But the private, unverifiable details of the
poem show it to be generally self-enclosed: their full comic and satiric force will be
appreciated only by those few who know Rochester’s subjects personally, at first-hand. If
Herrick's lines are comprised of private sentiments uttered privately, Rochester sets private
details within a vaguely public framework. And though Rochester’s poem is addressed to
“You ladies all of merry England,” the address is no more than superficial. The poem does
not continue to address “you ladies all,” but becomes a catalogue of eccentric sexual
proclivities. Rochester’s details might invite his cohorts to peer and leer over his shoulder,
but his poem acknowledges the reader only slightly more than Herrick’s—and neither
poem asks the reader to be more than a spectator to the poet’s revelations. Indeed, the
reader-at-large can be no more than a spectator, for though the poem is nominally
occasional, it is made available to the general public only thirty years after the events to
which it alludes have occurred.
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We might, for the sake of rough classification, label Herrick’s poem “private” and
Rochester’s “semi-private.” A third example will, I hope, make clear and justify these
labels, and establish the distinction between partly and fully public poetry. In June 1668 an
actor of the King’s Company stepped before the audience and delivered the following lines:

When first our poet set himself to write,

Like a young bridegroom on his wedding-night
He laid about him, and did so bestir him,

His Muse could never lie in quiet for him:

But now his honeymoon is gone and past,

Yet the ungrateful drudgery must last,

And he is bound, as civil husbands do,

To strain himself, in complaisance to you;

To write in pain, and counterfeit a bliss

Like the faint smackings of an after-kiss.

What strikes us about these lines is, first, that the poet makes himself the subject of his
poem, and, second, that he compares himself to a husband grown weary of his wife’s
embraces. Once he had belabored his Muse—but now his Muse belabors him, and he is
forced to feign an interest in “the ungrateful drudgery” that he does not feel. In piain
language, the poet, having set up for a writer, must continue to pursue his craft despite his
present inclinations. What may yet baffle us is that “you” in line 8: the speaker seems to say
that he embraces his Muse-wife in order to please the playgoers—implying that they are a
pack of voyeurs. The next few lines, however, indicate that the poet has been merely
anticipating a shift in metaphor. The ill-pleased wife of line 11 is no longer his Muse but
his audience—an audience delighted with the embraces of any poet who happens along:

But you, like wives ill-pleas’d, supply his want:

Each writing Monsieur is a fresh gallant;

And tho’, perhaps, 't was done as well before,

Yet still there ’s something in a2 new amour (11. 11-14).

As is turns out, the poet continues to address his auditors directly, extending the metaphor
of the cuckolding audience throughout the rest of the poem, making it ever more explicit.
His general sense is this: Cuckold him as it might with “each writing Monsieur,” his

audience will find that their lover-poets have not the stamina of “your good man at home”
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(1. 20): “Their fine small-timber’d wits would soon decay: / These are gallants but for a
holiday” (1l. 21-22). Other gallants, for all their “pomp and glory” (1. 25), will prove
outright impotent: “Their useless weight with patience long [is] borne, / But at last you
[throw] 'em off with scorn™ (1l. 27-28). Pursue “fresh delight” (1. 31) if you must, the
speaker admonishes his listeners, but remember that three times a year “he claims in you an
husband’s right” (. 30), and will expect your lovers to make way for him: “That only time
from your gallants he’ll borrow; / Be kind today, and cuckold him tomorrow” (1i. 34-5).

Thus does John Dryden harangue his audience in the prologue to his play, An
Evening’s Love or, The Mock-Astrologer. One sees immediately that this poem is different
in kind than those of Herrick and Rochester—and not simply because it is a prologue to a
dramatic performance. In the seventeenth century prologues were often published separate
from their plays, as broadsides; and though this particular prologue was not published
separately, it was to appear in print, available for general purchase, in 1671. So prologues
were not necessarily dependent upon the plays they prefaced. And as this particular
prologue progresses it soon becomes evident that it is in fact self-contained, independent of
the comedy that follows. It does not introduce or summarize the play, nor does it expend
much effort cajoling the audience to receive it favorably; rather, it spars with the audience,
indicts its morals and ®sthetic tastes, and all but dares it to find fault with the playwright
and his play. That would seem to be the very purpose of this prologue. It is not set against
the backdrop of a national crisis (though Clarendon had fallen the previous year); it makes
no direct reference to an important national event. Yet by reason of its awareness of its
audience, its manner of address, its subject matter, and the persona it employs, this
prologue may be called a fully public poem.

As James Anderson Winn notes throughout his biography of Dryden, Restoration
audiences, perhaps taking their cue from the Court, had a great appetite for sexual innuendo
and expected bawdy word-play from their dramatists. But Dryden is more than simply

aware of the appetites of his audience, and does more here than toss off a risqué metaphor.
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Indeed, the equation of poet to weary husband and audience to promiscuous wife is an apt
vehicle for the critique of his listeners’ @sthetic tastes that Dryden means to deliver. First,
and most generally, Dryden draws a parallel between a hierarchy of dramatic merit and one
of sexual morality. At the top of the scale are the plays composed by the laboring
playwright, whose long association with his craft and audience puts special claims upon the
loyalties of the latter; at the bottom are the “writing Monsieurs,” who please merely by way
of their novelty: “This pleases you with some by-stroke of wit, / This finds some cranny
that was never hit” (1. 17-18). Their newness wearing off, they strain after wit but “soon
[fall] flat before ye™ (1. 26). As the legitimate playwright is cuckolded by pretenders to wit,
so is the husband’s lawful embrace foregone for the illicit but ultimately unsatisfactory
embraces of adulterous rivals. As Winn points out, Dryden has the troupes of French
actors (hence “writing Monsieur™) that had recently become fashionable among London
playgoers specifically in mind (193). But in addition to likening foreign dramatic fashions
to sexual pathology, Dryden seeks to challenge, even incite, the audience itseif. His
metaphor implies not only infidelity on its part, but infidelity with thoroughly unworthy
partners. In this, Dryden sets up, not a third party, but the audience itself as the object of
his satire. In doing so, he forces its members to face the choice before them regarding their
dramatists and dramatic values: fidelity or fickleness. And whether or not Dryden’s self-
portrait is ironic, it is important that he portrays himself at all, and for two main reasons.
First, he steps before the public, if not physically, at least before its mind’s eye, giving it
an image of himself it may easily comprehend and assess. By positing such a persona
Dryden can fashion a public ethos and thereby lay direct claim to the attention and fellow
feeling of his auditors. Secondly, he can use the persona he establishes for himself as a
rhetorical “space” from which he can challenge the assumptions and expectations of the
crowd and satirize those he finds unacceptable.

The differences between this poem and those of Herrick and Rochester become

particularly clear when one considers the use to which their one common element—sexual
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imagery—is put. In Herrick’s poem, as I have noted above, the language or eroticism is
muted by its abstraction. At least, it is muted for the reader; for Herrick, no doubt, it is
sufficiently vivid, for it serves the purpose of recalling to the poet a series of private
associations.! For Rochester, sexual imagery and sexually-charged language serve the
purposes of Courtly satire—though, as noted, much of that satire is lost on those
personally unacquainted with Rochester’s subjects—but also of Courtly reportage. There
would seem to be enough literal truth to Rochester’s observations to reinforce what was
commonly whispered and believed within his narrow circle. In Dryden’s poem, sexual
imagery constitutes neither private allusion nor direct, personal satire. It is instead purely
metaphorical in form and in purpose purely rhetorical—on two levels. Dryden’s central
conceit is explicit enough to titillate, to excite the imagination of the crowd, even as its
analogies convey his critique of its lack of ®sthetic judgement. His sexual language is not,
as it is for Herrick, a private mnemonic, nor is it, as it is for Rochester, an end in itself; it is
a means to an end, that end being the refinement of critical judgement in the Restoration

audience.

If I claim that from the foregoing examples one can construct a good working
definition of fully public poetry, it may be claimed against me that in choosing these poems
[ have stacked the deck in my favor. That I have stacked the deck I cannot deny; that [ have
stacked it in my favor is quite another matter. If anything, I have stacked it against myself.
It is no accident that my examples of private, semi-private, and fully public poems have all
been more or less erotic in mode and content. The erotic never falls out of fashion; eros is
perhaps the one topic of general and perpetual interest. This being the case, eros, if
anything, will make a private or semi-private poem seem a public one. I might also point
out that though Dryden wrote many politically-charged prologues and epilogues (not to

I Of course, Herrick's Julia may be wholly fictional. Even so, the fiction is Herrick's private fiction.
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mention his great satires of the early 1680’s), the prologue I chose to examine was
comparatively void of political or social allusion. It was “merely” the grousing of an
underpaid playwright at the fickle tastes of his audience. But even so, it will serve to
demonstrate the mode of fully public poetry, as the poems of Herrick and Rochester
illustrate, if only emblematically, the modes of private and semi-private poetry,
respectively. Proceeding, then, from the examples above, public poetry may be defined by
the following characteristics. First, it is poetry that takes for its subject topics of interest to
a broad, general audience; this audience, the public for the poem, consists of all those who
might conceivably read and respond to it, whether in thought, discourse, or action. It
follows from this that, secondly, public poetry is addressed to readers beyond the poet’s
immediate circle of acquaintance, to persons the poet does not himself know, and over
whom he has no powers of supervision or coercion. He cannot control the circumstances
under which his poem is read; he cannot look over each reader’s shoulder and point out that
here, here, and here are the key points of the poem; he cannot, in person at least, interpret
the poem for the reader. Any control the poet is to have over his readers must therefore
come from within the poem itself. Thus the public poem is, thirdly, likely to be rhetorical
or persuasive in nature, and to employ forms, diction, imagery, and allusions that are not
only broadly comprehensible but designed to manipulate audience response. It follows,
fourthly, that the readers of public poetry are not simply spectators, but supposed to be
active participants: the public poem is fundamentally provocative—calling for a response,
whether emotional, intellectual, or behavioral—and pragmatic, its aim being to educate,
reform, incite, or pacify its readers. Fifth, and finally, the public poem self-consciously
invokes its own historical moment; it draws attention to its own circumstances (political,
social, cultural, economic, and @sthetic), and to those of the reader, in doing so defines not
only those circumstances but its reader’s perception of them. The occasional, public poem

thus creates both its public and its occasion.
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The public poem, in its turn, is the creation of the public poet. Here, too, the
foregoing poems will give us a good idea of just who is and is not a public poet. For
though all poets, like their poetry, might appear publicly, the fully public poet—or, put
another way, the poet when adopting a fully public role—is to be distinguished by certain
general characteristics. Perhaps most evident is the assumption of an openly public stance.
This stance may be either literal and first-hand, as with the poet who reads or recites his
poetry in public, or figurative and second-hand, as with the poet who creates for himself a
readily recognized public persona. Such a stance must be assumed because by definition
public poetry has addressees, and an address, to be effective (that is, attended to, believed,
and acted upon), must have a discernible source, a source whose character or ethos the
addressees may evaluate for themselves. Thus one may, with Herrick, write of a universal
human experience, erotic intimacy, or, with Rochester, fashion an account in verse of
public personages and events, without writing public poetry. In both cases the poet’s
audience is largely himself; consequently, neither Herrick nor Rochester need take pains to
define himself. The matter is quite otherwise with Dryden’s prologue. Though Dryden
does not appear in person, he must give his auditors some sense of who it is that presumes
to admonish them. Defining himself and his audience with a bawdy analogy, Dryden
establishes with the strength of his wit his prerogative to pronounce upon dramatic values.
The reason for Dryden’s admonishment suggests a second characteristic of the public poet,
namely, that he is likely to be a professional. As a professional playwright, Dryden must
concern himself with rivals for the box office take. In a more general sense, he must
concern himself with the attitudes and tastes of his society at large; he may try to reform or
refine these tastes, but if he is to earn his living he must ultimately defer to them. Thus
professionalism in itself forces the public poet not only to address a general audience but to
exhibit himself before it. This need for exhibition and the professionalism that entails it
mean that the public poet of this period is more likely to be a member of the middle to

upper-middle classes than an aristocrat. Few noblemen would scandalize themselves by
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plying a trade dependent upon public whim and fashion; few would jeopardize their social
standing by subjecting themselves, their person and character, to public scrutiny. There is
no such stigma for the poet with roots in the trading and professional classes. On the other
hand, public exhibition is at least potentially problematic for the middle-class poet, for he
can claim no a priori authority to address, much less admonish the public at large. The poet
may cite the rank, wealth, and taste of his aristocratic patrons, should he have them; he may
cite precedents from classical Greece and Rome for his audacity; he may decry the
viciousness of the times and plead that though he would be humble his love of virtue leaves
him no choice but to take up his pen in her defense. Such appeals to patrons, precedent.
and probity may impress us, but they are really beside the point. For fundamentally the
authority of the public poet comes from the frequent general approbation of his poetic
performances. This is not to say that all who please the public may lay just claim to its
esteem, but to argue, as Sidney did, that an audience may not be effectively admonished or
taught unless it first be moved, “For who will be taught, if he be not moved with desire to
be taught?” (123). The @sthetic and cultural authority the poet is able to establish for
himself has one consequence that rounds off the primary characteristics of the fully public
poet, namely, it makes the poet himself a cultural icon, a sort of social mnemonic in which
are embedded a great range of collective values, associations, and allusions. “The Age of
Pope,” for instance, certainly refers to the period and works of Pope’s life, but it implies
more than Pope’s preeminence during those years. It functions emblematically to bring to
the mind first Pope’s circle, its ideas and works, its allies and foes, then its social and
historical contexts. When one says, “Pope,” the image of a crook-backed little poet may
come first to mind, but soon after come other personages, images and events: Swift, Gay,
Arbuthnot, Harley, the ill-fated Tory government under Anne, the subsequent Whig
ascendency, Walpole and the first two Georges, Bolingbroke and the Opposition, the
South Sea Bubble, Handel’s operas and Hogarth’s prints. As I will argue later with regard

to Dryden, the “canonization” of writers is more than the reductionism of literary historians:
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it is important historical shorthand for the writer’s own age, an important component of its

ever-evolving self-definition.

2. Public Poetry in England Before Dryden

It may be that in pointing out these features of public poetry and the public poet [
have merely stated the obvious. Even so, these features, if obvious, must nevertheless be
borne in mind if the fully public poem is to be distinguished from those poems that merely
appear in public, or that appeal generally to public interest and appetite. They must be kept
in mind if we are to distinguish the role and work of Dryden and later poets from those of
their predecessors. And they must be kept in mind if we are to have any chance of
understanding how and why such poets and their poetry flourished between the Restoration
of the Stuarts and the death of Pope. The characteristics of public poetry and of the public
poet may seem self-evident, but the fully public mode is not a common one much before
the middle of the seventeenth century, nor would it survive the eighteenth century.
However, public poetry would have a lasting impact upon English historical
consciousness, helping to foster in its readers habits of mind and memory that are near
ancestors to our own. Only by closely investigating the backgrounds and methods of this
mode of poetry can we can hope to comprehend the shape and content of the self-
definitions that emerged from this period of British history and have been handed down to
us, often greatly distorted, by the intervening centuries.

But at this point I must make an important qualification. I have just said that public
poetry is the product of the mid-seventeenth century. I should have said that the public
poetry that flourished at that time was the literate reincarnation of a distant progenitor,
Anglo-Saxon oral culture. The foregoing definitions of public poetry and poets would be
apropos to an Anglo-Saxon scop. In oral cultures poetry is not separate from religion,

history, ethics, cosmology, or observation of the natural and human worlds. Poetry
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subsumes all these things. As Walter Ong points out in Orality and Literacy (1982),
“performance of an oral epic, for example, can serve also simultaneously as an act of
celebration, as paideia or education for youth, as a strengthener of group identity, as a way
of keeping alive all sorts of lore—historical, biological, zoological, sociological, venatic,
nautical, religious—and much else. Moreover, the narrator typically identifies with the
characters he treats and interacts with his real audience, who by their responses in turn help
determine what he says—the length and style of his narrative” (161). The Anglo-Saxon
poet, like his counterparts in other oral or semi-literate cultures, directed his poetry to broad
sections of his society. This society was rather rigidly hierarchical, and its great poetry
tended to focus on the deeds and sorrows of its aristocratic members. Yet for all that, each
Anglo-Saxon, whether of low or noble birth, could fashion an identify for himself from the
heroes and wisdom of his culture’s poetry. These heroes, this wisdom and lore, belonged
not to a class, but to a people, to an entire race. Dorothy Whitelock observes, “The Anglo-
Saxons regarded themselves as Germans, and continued to repeat the songs and legends
which they had brought over with them—including versified catalogues of the kings and
tribes of Germany and the North™ (18). When, in the dark fastness of winter, the Anglo-
Saxon bard sang to the crowded meadhall of Beowulf or Byrhtnoth or the Battle of
Brunanburh, kings, retainers, artisans, laborers, and slaves together heard the familiar
alliterative rhythms and locutions bring familiar stories to life. And though their names are
lost to us, the singers of these songs must have been greatly revered, for as Michael
Alexander points out, “In such a society the poet is the keeper of the traditions which hold
the cynn (kin) together, just as the king (cyn-ing) is the keeper of the treasure which is the
cynn’s only possession and defence. The older a sword was, the older a word was, the
more it was vaiued by the cynn. In a primitive society the poet is historian and priest, and
his songs have ritual significance” (11-12). The poet’s songs defined the audience, its
culture, and its place in this “middle-earth.” Thus the poet himself was in his person and
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craft a literal social mnemonic, far more so than would be his seventeenth-century
counterparts.

I make this reference to Anglo-Saxon oral culture for three reasons. First, it gives
us an absolute archetype against which we can measure the respective relationships of poets
to their larger societies in later ages. The Anglo-Saxon poet’s audience was the whole of
Anglo-Saxon society; his identification with that audience was one-to-one. Never again
would poetry and poets have such broad cultural power. Anglo-Saxon heroism was a
response to their own profound fatalism. The speaker in “The Seafarer™ declares that “the
praise of living men who shall speak after he is gone, the best of fame after death for every
man, is that he should strive ere he must depart . . . so that the children of men may later
exalt him and his praise live afterwards among the angels for ever and ever” (77).2 But as
the Seafarer implies, heroism as a response to fatalism only makes sense if heroic deeds
can be translated into heroic poetry, that is, into tribal and cultural history. Fatalism found
its antidote in the fame only poets could dispense. Secondly, though the public poets of the
seventeenth century could not claim the absolute authority of their Anglo-Saxon
predecessors, the manner and methods of their poetry and the public pose they would
assume recapitulate in a general way many of the characteristics of Anglo-Saxon oral
culture. Though not intentional, this recapitulation is probably inevitable. As I hope to
demonstrate in the following sections, the public poet in the seventeenth century could
presume to inform, persuade, and shape the memory of his audience only by adapting
ancient methods of oral address, instruction, and memorization to their present purposes.
By the seventeenth century England had been a literate society for nearly a millennium, but
it was far from being fully literate (in several senses of the word), and as Ong notes it
would retain a strong residual orality through the Romantic period (133, passim). The
transition from orality to something like full literacy in this period allowed Dryden, his

2 Translated by R.K. Gordon.
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contemporaries, and their successors to effectively employ the trappings of orality in literate
discourse. Occasional reference to the example of Anglo-Saxon oral culture will, I hope,
make clear both the “oral” strategies of the poets under discussion here and the fundamental
differences between truly oral and residually oral societies.

Third, the example of the Anglo-Saxons will demonstrate a singular irony in the
history of English literary culture: it is not until the advent of print culture in England that
formal poetry could again be as public as it had been during the Anglo-Saxon era. Though
for many centuries before the introduction of print into Britain (1476) the English had been
only semi-literate, it is not until the very specialized skill of literacy had been broadly
acquired (at least comparatively so) that formal verse again became an important part of
popular culture. There are many reasons for this, but each may be traced back to the social
and thus cultural polarization of English society after the Norman Invasion. Stratified as
Anglo-Saxon society had been, all levels of that society shared a single tongue and a single
tribal and racial heritage that gave each of its members access to the history, myths, lore,
and riddles bound up in the specialized language of Anglo-Saxon poetry. The Conquest
shattered this unity. The displacement of the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy by William and his
followers did not simply split English society into a French-speaking ruling class and an
English-speaking underclass. This split in turn created a schism between “high” and “low”
culture that has never been fully overcome—even now we speak as if “academic” or
“learned” cuiture and “popular” are irreconcilably antithetical, or, perhaps protesting too
much, as if there is no distinguishing one from the other. This present-day anxiety, [
believe, is a legacy from a society in which the literary language and traditions of the ruling
classes were wholly alien to the native population. Poetic genres have always been ranked
from high to low, from, say, epic to pastoral; but after the Conquest the subject matter,
genre, form, and language of a poem were closely identified with the social rank of its
author. The subordination of English to French from the eleventh to the fourteenth
centuries made it all but inevitable that poetry composed (orally) in English would go
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unrecorded and be lost to literary history. Indeed, English as a literary language re-emerges
only once it began to reclaim its place as the language of Court and of polite society in the
middle 1300’s.

This re-emergence was requisite to the rise of public poetry. Still, we cannot begin
to speak of a true public poetry emerging in England until after the introduction of printing
in 1476, and for two reasons. First, print acts as a social and cultural leveller: it makes
literary, religious, political, philosophical, and scientific writings available (theoretically, at
least) to all who can read, regardless of class or condition, theoretically removing the
“natural” bar separating the ranks of the learned and unleamed. (Gerald MacLean notes that
as late as the seventeenth century printing was, along with gunpowder, decried for its
undermining of social hierarchies (xii).) Second, and more specifically, printing created a
reading public before whom the public poet could stand. As John Feather points out, “Late
medieval England was certainly not a bookless society”; a commercial book trade had
existed since around 1300, making books “not uncommon among the richer classes” (1-2).
But as Feather’s last observation implies, very few persons could afford to buy or
commission works produced manually. Printing, however, meant that books would no
longer be produced a few at a time (this would not be cost-effective), but in editions
running into the hundreds, requiring publishers to 1) print works that would find a ready
audience, and 2) create and service new markets. As it turned out, from the courts of
Edward IV and Richard III and “the traditionally literate classes”—the clergy, lawyers, and
merchants—books and literacy soon worked their way down the social scale in the form of
almanacs, prognostications, sermons and other religious tracts, and practical works (on
farming, for example): “The extent of literacy depended on the availability of the means to
acquire it, and having acquired it, of both the means and motivation to retain it. . . . The
shift from an oral to a printed culture shouid not be overemphasised, but it was beginning
in England in the sixteenth century” (Feather 11-24).
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Literacy among the middle and upper classes in England did not create a
homogeneous community of readers; one has only to recall that the sixteenth century was a
period rife with religious controversies attendant upon the English reformation, with
political intrigue accompanying the problematic successions of Edward VI in 1547 and
Mary Tudor in 1553, and with the anxiety produced by England’s emergence upon the
world stage under Elizabeth. In such unsettled circumstances, the levelling power of print
is more likely to produce contention than consensus among the literate classes, but
consensus is not so important here as the gradual expansion of literacy that such contention
(as well as the flourishing of the professional and trading classes)—what Derek Traversi
calls “an unprecedented expansion of the appetite for argument and confutation™ (100)—
effected. Feather estimates that by 1750 the national literacy rate was only 50-60% among
men, slightly less among women (95). Working back from this estimate, we would be
right to be skeptical of any claims of widespread literacy in sixteenth-century England.
However, we must remember that though the rate of national literacy may have been low,
the rate in London, hub of government, trade, business (including publishing), and the arts
(and the future theatre for public poetry), must have been fairly high, and that despite a low
national rate, literacy was growing and would continue to grow. As we shall see, this
growth would prove vital to the rise of fully public poetry in the next century.

For the sixteenth century, however, it is important to note that the arrival and
establishment of printing coincided—though by no means coincidentally—with the career
of England’s first major public poet, John Skelton. Skelton’s poetry and poetic stance
fulfill every criterion for the public label save one: he was not a professional poet, but a
poet in addition to being a clergyman, scholar, and an agent of the courts of Henrys VII
and VIII. Skelton published his poems irregularly, often years after they had been
composed (as is the case for Agaynste a Comely Coystrowne, Divers Balertys and Dyties
Solacyous, and Elynour Rummynge), but he also had a keen sense of occasion, and his

poetry commemorates such public events as the assassination of Henry Percy, fourth Earl

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



54

of Northumberland (Upon the Dolorus Dethe and Muche Lamentable Chaunce of the
Mooste Honorable Erle of Northumberlande, 1489), the accession of Henry VIII (A Lawde
and Prayse Made for Our Sovereigne Lord the Kyng, 1509), and the defeat of King James
IV and the Scots at the Battle of Flodden (A Ballade of the Scottysshe Kynge and Agaynste
the Scortes, 1513). In addition, Skelton engaged in public quarrels with fellow poets, such
as Alexander Barclay and George Dundas, with scholars, such as William Lily over the
“new grammar,” and with political adversaries, most notably Cardinal Wolsey, the target of
Skelton’s best-known satires, Speke Parort, Collyn Clout, and Why Come Ye Nat to
Courte?

Certainly much of Skeliton’s subject matter is what we would (narrowmindedly) call
“elitist,” derived as it is from academic disputes and political intrigues, celebrating as it
does Henry VIII and his court—E.M. Forster has called Skelton “a mouthpiece,” the voice
of official policy (148). And then there is Skelton’s frequent recourse to Latin in his poems;
even the earthy satire Elynour Rummynge concludes with a bizarre Latin colophon:

A couplet in contempt of the wicked by Skelton the laureate poet. Jealous
man, however mad you are and however you waste away in your vanity,
we sing; these places are full of jests. I recall it well. All women who are
either very fond of drinking, or who bear the dirty stain of filth, or who
have the sordid blemish of squalor, or who are marked out by garrulous
loquacity, the poet invites to listen to this little satire. Drunken, filthy,
sordid, gossiping woman, let her run here, let her hasten, let her come; this
little satire will willingly record her deeds: Apollo, sounding his lyre, ill
sing the theme of laughter in a hoarse song (translated by John
Scattergood).

What use this descriptive invitation—“All women . . . the poet invites to listen to this little
satire” —in Latin, at the poem’s conclusion, was meant to serve is hard to guess, the
Elynour Rummynges of the world being notoriously unlearned, illiterate in native as well
as learned tongues. Perhaps Skelton is inviting his learned friends to share a jest at the
expense of the unlettered poor; perhaps he is only protecting himself from the frowns of the

pious—or is implicating the pious and learned for their having doggedly read a 624-line
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poem that graphically renders the “Drunken, filthy, sordid, gossiping™ persons and
pronouncements of the foul, agéd Elynour and her customers: “haltyng Jone” (1. 326),
“made [mad] Kyt” (412), “crokenebbed” [crook-nosed] Margery Mylkeducke (1. 427),
“foggy fat” Maude Ruggy (483), and “whey-wormed” Sybyll (1. 553). Or perhaps here as
in his other poems Skeiton gives his readers what Shakespeare gave his audience, a
double- or triple-tiered work that appeals to every level of moral and ®sthetic
sophistication. The coarseness of detail and humor would appeal generally, as would the
poem’s topicality: its depiction of an actual person, Alianora Romyng, who ran a tavern in
Leatherhead, Surrey, and its reference to the “greate war / Betwene Temple Bar / And the
Crosse in Chepe” (11. 358-60)—the “Evil May Day uprising of 1517, when a London mob
attacked foreigners in the city whom they blamed for the depressed state of the economy”
(Scattergood 451n). The debauchery and abject poverty of the poem’s characters gives
moralists ample material for cautionary tales, and social reactionaries sufficient evidence to
decry the collapse of the feudal economy and the subsequent rise in peasants’ prosperity.
And habitual readers of polite literature, as Scattergood suggests, would likely see the
poem as an elaborate inversion of medieval romance and its idealized women (449n). This
breadth of appeal in a published poem suggests that Elynour Rummynge is indeed fully
public. Much of Skelton’s poetry is, and by virtue of characteristics to which his poetic
successors could not lay claim. Whether his subject is social, political, academic, or
historical, Skelton makes use of “popular™ or “native” poetic elements: an oral (not literary)
logic that works by aural aggregation—rhymes run on and on until the vein of sound is
exhausted—rather than by tight rhetorical or narrative structuring (reinforce the rhyme with
a strong beat and heavy base and Skeltonics become uncannily rap-like); rhythms derived
from folk-song and folk-dance; short, heavily stressed lines that recall the miracle and
mystery plays that enacted Christian scripture and doctrines for their Bible-less audiences;
proverbs and colloquial constructions; and dialects taken from many locales and all levels

of society—Maurice Evans points out that in Skelton’s poetry are preserved hundreds of
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native English words found in no other author (46-48). Moreover, Skelton’s poetry is fully
in touch with the realities of its world. Thus Skeiton can write a bawdy poem about
Alianora Romyng’s tavern; or hastily compose a poem celebrating Howard’s defeat of the
Scots at Flodden (A Ballade of the Scottysshe Kynge), then revise it once he has gathered
more information about the battle (Agaynst the Scottes), then later still add a reply to those
who found his revision too “venemously stingyng, / Rebukyng and remordyng” (“Unto
Dyvers People,” 1. 10-11); or over the course of a year produce the three quite dissimilar
attacks (given above) upon Wolsey, Henry VIII's lord chancellor, modulating his attack as
circumstance affords—now he is a parrot, now a humbie yeoman, now a jaded courtier—
for maximum satirical effect

Skelton was himself a very public figure, by temperament as well as tenure. The
clergyman who flaunts his illegitimate child before his congregation, the Orator Royal who
publicly lampoons his master’s most powerful servant, the scholar who collects honorary
degrees from Oxford and Cambridge and styles himself “laureate”—such a man cannot
help but become notorious. As Evans observes, “To the sixteenth century Skelton was
known as a satirist and, even more, as a jester and buffoon. He was one of those characters
to whom all the floating legends of his generation seem to attach themselves, and the Merry
Tales of Skelton with its accounts of insanity, jokes at the expense of friars and innkeepers
was one of the most popular books of the century” (43). But it is dangerous to be famous
for being eccentric; it makes one easy to dismiss. And so it proved with Skelton’s poetic
reputation. Skelton the buffoon lingered in the public memory long, long after Skelton the
poet had been forgotten. Erasmus might have called Skelton “that light and glory of English
letters” in 1499 (qtd. in Scattergood, 16), but Sidney does not bother to mention him in his
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survey of British literature in The Defence of Poesy (c. 1582; published 1595) and Pope
could refer to him only as “beastly.™

Skelton's luck could not have been worse. If at his death in 1529 he had flowed
with the mainstream of British letters, shortly thereafter the sudden violent confluence of
new linguistic, religious, and political currents were to radically alter the course of that
mainstream, leaving Skelton the poet an abandoned, landlocked pool. This confluence, as
we shall see, had important consequences for public poetry in Britain. Skelton had been a
connoisseur of native words and non-literary dialects; colloquial English and learned Latin
often ran together in his poems. Ironic, then, that the language he so loved would “betray”
him. During his lifetime, Evans points out, Skelton had himself introduced about 1000
words into English, but had resisted the introduction of words based on the “new” literary
Latin, and had doubted the literary value of studying Greek; whenever possible, he had in
diction, expression, and subject matter turned to the local, the colloquial (39ff). This left
him and his poetry vulnerable, not only because the new learning of the early Renaissance
would soon make such notions seem quaintly old-fashioned, but because English itself was
changing. Traversi reminds us of the “unsettled” state of the language during the middle
third of the sixteenth century:

Poetry, more particularly, was affected by deep-seated uncertainty
concerning such matters as the fall of accents, the value of rhyming words,
and the state of the final ‘e’, a survival from the earlier inflected language
which continued to be written but was becoming obsolete in pronunciation.
These changes, together with important shifts in the meaning attached to
words, meant that the great achievement of Chaucer was no longer readily
available to later writers (99).

If such changes left problematic Chaucer’s East Midland dialect—already the dominant
literary language—they would certainly make Skelton’s irregular lines and literarily obscure

3 The First Epistle of the Second Book of Horace Imitated (1. 38). Pope glosses his antipathy in a
footnote: “Poet Laureat to Hen. 8. a volume of whose [Skelton’s] Verses has lately been reprinted,
consisting almost wholly of Ribaldry, Obscenity, and Scurrilous Language.”
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diction seem absurd. Further, the new learning entering English academic and public life
predisposed the generation of poets writing after Skelton to follow Continental rather than
native models of prosody—paradoxically enough, a self-consciously nationalist move to
allow English to be on a level @sthetically with other vernacular tongues.

This shift in literary allegiance was paralleled by important changes in Britain’s
religious and political climate. Skelton had only been dead a half-dozen years when Henry
VI declared himself to be Supreme Head of the Church in England. If at first the Church
was Catholic in everything but name, it soon began to distinguish itself doctrinally from
Rome, and perhaps most importantly in matters relating to the treatment of scripture and to
individual conscience. In distinguishing itself from the Church of Rome, the Church of
England made available to its congregations the Authorized Version of the Bible (1535) and
the Book of Common Prayer (1548). Of the populace’s newfound access to the scriptures,
S.T. Bindoff says that “in England the Scripture’s thus early ceased to be the forbidden
handbook of the agitator and became, under some light safeguards, the common property
of the nation” (109), and of the appearance of the Book of Common Prayer that among its
effects was the propagation of a “majestic” vernacular prose that helped to unite the
kingdom linguistically by “universalizing the dominant language” (155). Scripture and the
new church'’s articles of faith were now firmly in the layman's hands. This, together with
the crown’s dismantling of the monastic orders and its seizure of their lands and property,
left individual English Protestants spiritually vulnerable. If they could at last read and
interpret the sacred texts for themselves, they could no longer rely upon Church tradition,
or turn to the complex religious infrastructure that had heretofore overseen nearly every
aspect of daily life. The result, many historians agree, was a profound “inward turn” of the
individual psyche and a consequent spiritual anxiety. Evans puts it this way:

The new protestant had a more difficult path to tread than the medieval
Catholic . . . . [T]he protestant had to thread his uncertain way through the
world by the light of his own interpretation of the scriptures, no longer
sheltered in the bosom of a ghostly community which safeguarded him from
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the minute of his birth to the last moment of Extreme Unction and even
beyond. The medieval Everyman has the dignity and restraint of basic
security; the sins are clearly known, the recognised remedies available at the
right time and in the right order. He has no need of Bunyan’s agonised
question, “What shall [ do to be saved?” (22).

This “inward turn” of the conscience was reinforced by the unsettling effect the
English Reformation had on the political atmosphere of sixteenth-century England. The
1540’s and 1550’s were years of problematic successions, ruthless political intrigues, and
violent shifts in religious allegiances. The accession of the young, sickly Edward in 1547
was supervised by the Duke of Somerset, who managed to have himself appointed
Protector, and who, following Edward’s death in 1553, tried to bypass the established
succession and put Lady Jane Grey on the throne. His gambit failed: England rose up in
favor of Edward’s legitimate heir, Mary Tudor—then was thrown into chaos when Mary
tried to reclaim her nation for Rome. Only with the accession of the Protestant Elizabeth in
1557, the Settiement of 1559—which established the Queen as the governor of the English
Church, and left that Church “Catholic in ritual, Calvinist in doctrine, and royalist in
government” (Roberts and Roberts 288)—and the Queen's subsequent longevity and skill
in statecraft was England to have a chance of fulfilling the Settlement’s “primary purpose,
the union of all moderate-minded men behind the throne™ (Bindoff 194). But even with this
Settlement, Elizabeth’s reign was an uneasy one. Plots hatched at home and abroad by
favorites and foes alike, the continued machinations of Rome, and almost ceaseless war
with the Continent perhaps justified Elizabeth’s resolve that discord “Shall reap no gain
where former rule hath taught still peace to grow. . . . / Our rusty sword with rest, shall
first his edge employ / To poll their tops that seek such change and gape for joy” (“The
Doubt of Future Foes,” 11. 9-12; 15-16). But nervous monarchs make for nervous Courts.
Whether they lived and wrote under Henry, Edward, Mary, or Elizabeth, poets of the
Tudor era found themselves increasingly muzzled and menaced. Feather observes that from
1534, when the printing and publishing of books by foreigners was forbidden, the crown’s

statutory control over the press intensified severalfold (16ff.). In 1538, for example,
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publication could not take place unless the Privy Council had given its prior approval; in
1559, Elizabeth revised and tightened this prohibition, charging the Stationers’ Company
(chartered two years earlier) with its enforcement; by 1586, the Company had proven itself
so trustworthy in its regulation of the book trade that it was recognized by the crown as “an
equal partner with [it] in the suppression of undesirable books” (Feather 34). But more
discouraging than legislation to the rise of a healthy public poetry during the sixteenth
century was the precarious life of the courtier, to whom, in the persons of Wyatt, Surrey,
Sidney, and Spenser, Apollo’s torch had passed following the death of Skelton. As these
and other figures such as Ralegh and Bacon found, royal favor was difficult to win and
keep, and its loss was likely to entail loss of office and property, public disgrace,
imprisonment, exile (real or effectual), and even death.

No wonder, then, that the poetic imagination of the leading poets from Wyatt to
Donne was dominated by a profound turning inward, away from the public sphere and
toward the vicissitudes of the private self, the light and shadow of the private soul. If
experience is the fool's teacher, Sir Thomas Wyatt, for one, had no choice but to be
Fortune’s fool, for the whole of his life was passed at Court—or serving it in distant lands,
or languishing in prison under its sentence. His success as a diplomat during the 1520’s
was countered by unceasing ill fortune during the late 1530’s. In 1535 he was knighted for
his services to the crown; in 1536 he was imprisoned in the Tower-—under no charge and
upon no evidence. His release in June 1536 was followed by a series of preferments and
royal favors; he was even entrusted, in 1537, with the difficult task of negotiating with
Charles V and heading off a Catholic alliance against England. By the autumn of 1538 his
lack of success led to his being charged with treason. These charges were set aside at the
time, no doubt under the influence of Thomas Cromwell, Henry’s chief minister and
Wyatt’s friend and patron. When, however, Cromwell himself fell from Henry’s favor and
was executed in 1540, the charges against Wyatt were renewed: he was again imprisoned

in the Tower, his lands and goods seized, his family forcibly displaced from Allington
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Castle. Wyatt was successfully prosecuted, and if he was not executed it was by reason of
the king's current favorite, Catherine Howard, petitioning Henry for clemency. Despite
Wyatt’s disgrace, the month after his release (March 1541) he was given charge of a light
cavalry unit and the responsibility of protecting Calais while the city was being fortified.
The next year, when there was talk of war with France, it was whispered that Wyatt was to
be made vice-admiral of the English fleet. Such a life required a fittingly ironic end:
dispatched by the king to welcome Charles V's envoy at Falmouth, Wyatt rode hard.
became overheated, and caught a fever. He died a week later, on October 11, 1542, at the
age of thirty-nine. During his short life Wyatt published nothing save his translation of
Plutarch’s Quier of Mind (1528), which he undertook at the request of I_-Ienry’s first queen,
Katherine of Aragon. But he was a prolific poet and, as literary history remembers him, an
inveterate experimenter with poetic form and language. Had he published his work he
might also have been remembered as a great public poet: Wyatt had a sharp eye for physical
detail and dramatic circumstance, a fine sense of psychological nuance, a deadly ironic edge
tending to satire, and a scaring moral idealism that wears the mask of world-weary despair.
Had he been born in 1603 or 1653 he might have lashed and dazzled his age. But he was
born in 1503. With the public sphere effectively closed to him, he examined the particulars
of his own heart and conscience.

At times, it is true, it is difficult to believe that the unceasing, soul-destroying angst
of his lyrics is the effect of a love forever unrequited. In fact, Wyatt’s love for Elizabeth
Darrell was sufficiently requited for her to remain his mistress from 1536 until his death in
1542, to bear him a son, Francis, and to displace Wyatt’s legitimate wife, Elizabeth
Brooke, from Allington Castle. But to ascribe the disillusionment, the bitterness, the sense
of betrayal found throughout Wyatt’s poetry to a mere aping of the conventional lover’s
plaint he found in his great model, Petrarch, is to ignore the significantly close parallels
between the lover’s suit and the courtier's. Nearly all of Wyatt’s erotic poetry rings with

the anguished voice of a long-suffering Petrarchan lover protesting the injustice of his
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mistress: that she not only disregards but scorns his faithful attentions; that she rewards his
unflagging fidelity by giving her attentions to another; that she wrongly accuses him of
inconstancy, or of jeopardizing her honor; that she delights in the humiliations he endures
in serving one whose beauty of person and spirit compels service. Above all, and in sum,
Wyatt's lover complains that he has not been requited as his merit deserves—indeed his
very devotion has undone him in body, mind, and soul. In “Ye know my heart, my lady
dear,” a poem typical of Wyatt’s erotic lyrics, the speaker declares that he is his lady’s
“thrall” (1. 1), having given himself to her “both whole and clear” (1. 3); yet his “reward
hath been but small” (1. 4) for all that he has served “faithfully, / And suffered wrong /
How patiently” (L. 9-11). Pleading that “since that I have never swerved / Let not my pains
be undeserved” (1. 12-13), the speaker complains that he burns in a “fervent flaming fire”
(1. 17) that has its source in his lover’s “frozen breast” (1. 25). So disordering is his being’s
“unrest” (1. 26) that he must die unless his mistress relents: “For me and mine / And all I
have / Ye may assign / To spill or save. / Why are you then so cruel foe / Unto your own
that loves you so?” (1l. 34-39). Against the injustice of his mistress—here or in countless
other poems—Woyatt’s lover has but one recourse, to scom love and retire from its lists, as
he does, for example, in “Farewell, Love:”

Go trouble younger hearts.
And in me claim no more authority.
With idle youth go use thy property
And thereon spend thy many brittle darts:
For hitherto though I have lost all my time,
Me lusteth no longer rotten boughs to climb (11. 9-14).

For Wyatt, the courtier who has served and suffered for no less cruel a mistress—
Fortune—has likewise no choice but to retreat, both physically and psychologically, from
the circle of Court. At times the speaker in Wyatt’s poems voices his disillusionment over
unspecified wrongs, as in the sonnet “Caesar, when that the traitor of Egypt”: “if I laughed
any time or season, / It is for because I have n’other way / To cloak my care but under

sport and play” (ll. 12-14), or in his epigram, “Lucks, my fair falcon,” where he observes
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that “they that sometime liked my company / Like lice away from dead bodies they crawi”
(11. 4-5), concluding, “But ye, my birds, I swear by ail your bells, / Ye be my friends and
so be but few else” (11. 7-8). In another epigram, “Sighs are my food, drink are my tears,”
Wyatt complains a bit more explicitly to his friend Sir Francis Brian that fetters, “stink and
close air” (. 3) are wearing away his life: “Innocency is all the hope I have” (1. 4). And
why? Because “Malice assaulted [w]hat righteousness should save” (1. 6)—but did not. As
the devout lover suffers unjustly from his mistress’ suspicions, so does the morally upright
courtier find himself punished for being an honest man in a world where righteousness is
unwilling or unable to discern and reward his merit. More explicit still is a poem apparently
written during Wyatt’s imprisonment in 1536, “Who list his wealth and ease retain.” In
this, the speaker, languishing in his prison cell, admonishes his reader (even as he reminds
himself) to forego ambition and the trappings of Fortune’s favor and live humbly, obscure
to the loci of power and fame: “Himself let him unknown contain” (1. 2)—

These bloody days have broken my heart.
My lust, my youth did them depart,

And blind desire of estate.

Who hastes to climb seeks to revert.

Of truth, circa Regna tonat (11. 11-15).

The references to “these bloody days” and to the sight, seen from the bell tower, “that in
my head sticks day and night” (1. 17) are generally taken to allude to Henry’s execution of
Anne Boleyn and her several alleged lovers; the poem’s refrain, circa Regna tonat, more
than seems to indict the king’s sanguinary justice, against which it is bootless “of
innocence to plead or prate” (1. 23). The one solution left to the persecuted is to “give God
the stern™ (1.24)—that is, to resign from public life. This theme of retreat, of retirement,
informs Wyatt’s most explicitly “public™ poems, the three epistolary satires, in which the
poet rather generally deplores the soul-destroying temptations and corruptions of the life
spent at court. These, he says, have been the cause of his withdrawal to his own estates,

where his actions are unwatched, his pleasures wholesome, his conscience clear:
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But here [ am in Kent and Christendom
Among the Muses where I read and rhyme,
Where if thou list, my Poyntz, for to come,
Thou shalt be judge how I do spend my time (Mine own John Poyniz, 11. 100-103).

So closely indeed does the arc of the courtier’s career in his political poetry match
that of the lover’s in Wyatt’s erotic lyrics that one suspects the latter to be the former in
disguise, that Wyatt has displaced his anger, anxiety, and disgust from their actual objects,
the king and his creatures, onto a far safer equivalent: a series of fictional mistresses no less
powerful, capricious, and morally obtuse than those who now rewarded, now reproved
Wyatt in real life. Such displacements in Renaissance poetry have received their share of
critical attention. However, [ want to underscore here the circumstantial imperative for
poetic displacements: the political (not ideological) climate of Wyatt’s day simply did not
allow for the king, his ministers, or their policies to be brought before the public and
critically scrutinized. Wyatt’s three courtly satires are generic enough—they name no
names, refer overtly to no specific events or circumstances—and yet he dared not publish
them, even had he wanted to. Wyatt does not lack a sense of topicality, but his impulse
toward it and toward the public exposure of vice and folly must perforce be turned inward,
their objects finally transmuted to emblems of the soul’s struggle with the world’s
trappings. It is a struggle with no resolution save death, for in his poetry, as in his love and
politics,Wyatt finds he must retreat silently from the public sphere and, “giving God the
stern,” leave to divine justice all power of reward and redress.

Wyatt’s inwardness and his tendency toward displacement are generally typical of
Renaissance poetry; they are the two characteristics that preclude the development of fully
public poetry in Tudor England. I say this keeping in mind one very important near-
exception: Edmund Spenser. It is quite tempting to label Spenser as a public poet. For one
thing, he published his work,and, as with his first published work, The Shepheardes
Calender (1579), seems to have taken great pains that it appeared before his public exactly
as he wished. Second, he does not hesitate to use his poetry to comment on public affairs.
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For instance, the January and April eclogues in The Shepheardes Calender have been read
as critiques of Elizabeth’s supposed intent to marry the French prince Alengon; the
February and May eclogues, as criticisms of Elizabeth’s religious policies; the October
eclogue concerns itself with the poet’s role in society; and another work, Mother Hubberds
Tale (1591), may reflect Spenser’s disillusionment with the Elizabethan court, and
particularly his dissatisfaction with Lord Burghley, the Queen’s Secretary. Thus Spenser
seeks to address a public, to teach it, and to foster in it a moral sense by which it might
rightly evaluate matters of public concern. Speaking of The Shepheardes Calender. Thomas
Cain comments,

Indeed, an inquiring reader of the poem will learn through experience the
meaning of the dictum in Renaissance literary theory that poetry must not
only delight but teach. And the best teaching is not didactic but heuristic.
One is tempted to see the reader’s role in each eclogue as a metaphor for
man'’s spiritual situation: above, the orienting zodiacal sign of the heavens
and the lucid revelation of the woodcut; below, the invitation to wander
offered by an advocatus diaboli (9).

As the reader picks his way through the “tricky milieu of temptation and perplexing signs”
(Cain 9) in Spenser’s work he will ideally become adept at navigating the moral reefs and
sandbars of the real world. Third, Spenser attempts to use his poetry to define the historical
present—indeed, his very nation—against the heroic classical past: in The Faerie Queene
(1589-96) especially, Spenser sets out to “epicize” England, that is, to lend the land, its
sovereign, its church, its heroes, and its virtues a grandeur and destiny befitting a latter-day
Rome emerging from obscurity to military and cultural preéminence. Without doubt, The
Faerie Queene is, among other things, the greatest expression of nationalism in the
language. Moreover, with regard to himself, Spenser very self-consciously modelled his
own career after that of Virgil, and had no felt no compunction about setting up as the
English Virgil, as England’s national poet. It may be said then that Spenser adopted a
specifically public stance in his poetry and with his poetic persona; certainly he was

regarded by his successors as, in Dryden’s words, a poet of verses “so numerous, so
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various, and so harmonious, that only Virgil, whom he profess’dly imitated, has surpass’d
him among the Romans™ (Discourse Concerning Satire, 287). Always acknowledged to be
one of the greatest English poets, Spenser has long since transcended greatness to become,
with Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton, a demigod of British literary history.

But having made the case for Spenser’s being a public poet, [ will now risk the
charge of willful perversity by asserting that Spenser is more properly designated a nearly
public poet. For it is his very approximation of the fully public mode that forces us to make
two rather important distinctions that, I hope, will further clarify my sense and use of
“public poetry.” The first of these distinctions has to do with Spenser’s notion of his
public, of which we get some clue in his letter to Sir Walter Ralegh prefacing The Fairie
Queene. Here Spenser declares, “The generall end therefore of all the booke is to fashion a
gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle discipline”, that is, in “the twelve priuate
morall vertues” (15): holiness, temperance, chastity, friendship, justice, courtesy,
constancy, fortitude, patience, truthfulness, and liberality. We get another clue when we
glance over the work’s seventeen dedicatory sonnets. Among the dedicatees are Sir
Christopher Hatton, Lord High Chancellor of England, Lord Burghley, Lord High
Treasurer, the Earl of Oxenford, Lord High Chamberlain of England, the Earls of
Northumberland, Cumberland, Essex, Ormond and Ossory, the Countess of Pembroke,
the Lady Carew, and “All the Gratious and Beautifull Ladies in the Court.” From such
hints I think it fair to suppose that the public for a work such as The Fairie Queene was not
presumed to consist of tradesmen, sea captains, or fishwives. On the contrary, from
Spenser’s statement of purpose and his list of dedicatees I think it is clear that his epic was
intended to take its place among the literature of gentlemanly self-fashioning that enjoyed
great vogue during the sixteenth century. This vogue itself may owe a good deal of its
power to the political tensions of the Tudor court. Traversi observes that the uncertainties
of courtly life, coupled with the rise of the “new men™—the nonaristocratic bureaucrats

who increasingly came to oversee the day-to-day administration of the realm—Iled to a
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reduction of real aristocratic power. “The life of a courtier,” he says, “came to be seen as an
elaborately formal game, dedicated to the royal fountainhead of favor and expressive of a
highly artificial ideal” (105). This “elaborately formal game” is yet another manifestation of
the inwardly-turned psyche, and no doubt it informs much of the non-public, “courtly”
poetry of the period, the Petrarchan lyrics, the sonnet sequences, the panegyrics dedicated
to noble patrons. Thus, while the “priuate morall vertues”—holiness, friendship, courtesy
and the rest—Spenser champions in The Fairie Queene may be useful throughout the social
hierarchy, they are presented as if they were objets dart, to be collected and cultivated by
the genteel largely for their own sakes. And though the attainment of these virtues may
prepare one to serve Queen and Country and acquire a sense of noblesse oblige, such ends
are reserved for a small, self-contained social clique. Certainly, Spenser does not intend to
democratize the “aristocratic” virtues any more than he means his critiques of Elizabeth’s
policies in The Shepheardes Calender and Mother Hubberds Tale to inspire the lower
orders to claim a share in the country’s governing, to rise up and reform the administration
of the state.

In fact, it is very likely that although Spenser took the trouble to publish his poetry,
he was not much interested in seeing his work disseminated widely among the various
social classes. He was a gentieman, after all, not a peddler of fruit. It would hardly become
the English Virgil to cry up his wares in the street. As Feather reminds us, though
nondramatic writing at the end of the sixteenth century was becoming “a recognisable
occupation,” its professional practitioners were as yet held in low esteem (27); the genteel
amateur author did not offer for sale what were in effect pieces of his or her being. Even
Ben Jonson, who could not pretend to gentility and who would become a (if not the)
prototype of the public poet in the seventeenth century, says in “To My Bookseller”
(published with his Works of 1616), that though his bookdealer is wise to call a book
“good or bad, as it doth sell” (1. 2), the dealer must allow it

To lie upon thy stall dll it be sought;
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Not offered, as it made suit to be bought;
Nor have my title-leaf on posts or walls
Or in cleft-sticks, advanced to make calls. . . .
If, without these vile arts, it will not sell,
Send it to Bucklersbury: there "twill, well (11. 5-8; 11-12).

If [ hesitate to label Spenser a fully public poet, I do so in part because, not being a
professional, he cannot claim (even should he wish to) anything like a direct reiationship to
the broader public. I have said above that a poem may be made public without being fully
public in mode. To be fully public, a poem should engage more than its author and his
immediate circle. In Spenser’s day, the trading classes were acquiring sufficient economic
power to make themselves a key part of England’s stability and prosperity, and thus
constituted an increasingly vital part of “the public.” That these classes were not addressed
or appealed to suggests that Spenser either bears them not in mind or that he has more or
less consciously turned a blind eye to them. This the fully public poet cannot afford to do,
for by relegating a significant portion of his potential constituency to the role of spectators,
he will circumscribe his own influence and all but forfeit his attempts to effect change or
reform. The public, after all, is the public poet’s fulcrum; the broader its base, the greater
its stability—and the greater will be the poet’s leverage, his social and cultural authority.
Thus, though Spenser made his works available to the public, the works
themselves are hardly concerned with those beyond his immediate circle who might acquire
them; certainly they do not have a broadly public agenda. But there is yet a second
distinction we must make between fully public poetry and Spenser’s all-but-public works,
such as The Shepheardes Calender and Mother Hubberds Tale. This distinction concerns
Spenser’s manner of addressing his public. In my definition of public poetry I noted that it
is likely to employ forms, diction, imagery, and allusions that will make it readily and
generally accessible and that will impress its point upon its readers. At first glance it seems
that Spenser meets this criterion in both The Shepheardes Calender and Mother Hubberds
Tale. The former, after all, uses the ancient device of encoding social and political

commentary in the “lowly” pastoral mode. It is the pastoral, Sidney asserts in The Defence
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of Poesy, that in the guise of poor shepherds’ conversation “can show the misery of people
under hard lords and ravening soldiers,” or the “blessedness . . . derived to them that lie
lowest from the goodness of them that sit highest,” or “under the pretty tales of wolves and
sheep can include the whole considerations of wrongdoing and patience” (127). Using the
conventions and privileges of pastoral poetry, Spenser’s “February” eclogue presents the
courtly conflict between old favorites and ambitious upstarts: in Thenot’s tale of the oak
and briar, the former would overshade the latter, and so kill it, even as the latter would
twine itself about the great tree and choke it to death. At least, the parable could be read, in
Cain’s words, as “a broad allegory of competition for power at court, or it may allude to a
specific set of events like the displacement of the Roman church by Elizabeth’s Religious
Settlement” (38). The “April” eclogue celebrates Elizabeth, “the flowre of Virgins” (1. 48)
and in doing so cautions her against marrying (or at any rate marrying unwisely) and
thereby jeopardizing English sovereignty. When Hobbinol sings the hymn of praise the
lovelorn Colin has composed for Elizabeth, the scornful Thenot chides Colin in absentia for
loving above his station. Yet one wonders: who would be worthy of “Eliza” save the
shepherd-poet who embodies the best qualities of the honest English yeoman? [s Spenser
warning his Queen against marrying abroad? Or in the “May” eclogue, to what degree is
Palinode and Piers’ debate of shepherds’ duties an allegory of the religious controversies of
the time? And with which religious factions are we to identify Piers, Palinode, and the Fox
(who in Palinode’s tale serves to unite two quarrelling shepherds against a common
enemy)? If, as Cain says, the applications of Spenser’s allegories and analogies “is no
longer clear” (38) to modern readers (or scholars), neither can we be sure that Spenser’s
meaning was clear to his contemporaries, so oblique are his allusions to current events, and
so baffling is the mysterious “E.K.”’s running gloss on The Shepheardes Calender.
Indeed, as Cain says, E.K.’s glosses “raise unhelpful assistance to a new power” (6)—so
much so that one suspects their purpose to further obscure Spenser’s already cloudy intent.
Mother Hubberds Tale (1591) likewise employs age-old literary devices, the estate satire

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



70

and the beast fable, to convey its themes and allusions. In the poem, two imposters, a fox
and an ape, take advantage of the newly fallen, newly mutable world to pass themselves off
in successive episodes as shepherds, priests, and courtiers. Though they are repeatedly
exposed and punished, they at length succeed in ruling (or rather, misruling) in place of the
sleeping lion king. Ultimately, however, the god Mercury descends and awakes the true
king, who then slays the villains accomplices, strips and banishes the fox, and crops the
ape’s ears and tail. The work was sufficiently biting to be suppressed by Queen
Elizabeth—the character of the fox seemed to glance at Lord Burghiey—but as William
Oram observes, “the particular political targets of the allegory were obscure even when it
was published” (327).

Bearing these examples in mind, we can distinguish between figures and allegories
that are designed to disguise or obscure meaning and those that are meant to reveal and
amplify it. The difference between them is not so much one of figurative versus literal
address as of mode, that is, of the stance the poet assumes toward his audience. A figure of
speech may be used either as a “parallel language,” an equivalent to its original more or less
complete in itself, or as a sort of adjective that points back to the original it modifies—and
here modifies does more than complete the grammatical metaphor. The figure-as-modifier
truly alters the original even as it brings it to mind, creating not two separate but equivalent
ways of naming a thing, but two halves whose values inform one another and combine to
make a new, hybrid whole. Spenser’s eclogues and his beast fable, for instance, create
figurative worlds paralleling but largely independent of the courtly world. The realities of
the courtly world certainly moved Spenser to compose The Shepheardes Calender and
Mother Hubberds Tale, and the conventions of reading figuratively compel the reader to
look for referents in the everyday world, yet Spenser has left his eclogues and fable so self-
contained in their conventions that the bridges crossing from the allegorical to the actual are
difficult—if not impossible—to discern. Given Spenser’s conception of his public and,

more generally, the political climate that fostered the Renaissance tendency towards
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“inwardness,” it is likely that the poet did not wish these poems to expose too much to the
common gaze or to suggest more than he could personally answer for. Or we might return
to Cain’s assertion that Spenser’s tuition is heuristic rather than didactic—that he means to
put an instructive puzzle before the reader. Whatever Spenser’s motives, it is evident that
he did not take a truly public stance here because he uses the figurative to equivocate rather
than modify

The difference in mode effected by a shift from equivocation to modification can be
seen when we examine Ben Jonson’s On the Famous Voyage, written only twenty years
after Spenser’s beast fable. Jonson’s poem is no more literal or any less figurative than
Spenser’s, but its manner of yoking the literal and figurative establishes it as fully public.
Jonson’s subject is the journey, undertaken on a wager, of William Sheldon and Sir
Christopher Heydon from the Mermaid Tavern to Holbern via the Fleet Ditch. However, he
makes no attempt to render a literal or realistic account of their voyage; taking his cue from
the perilousness of the endeavor (Fleet Ditch, running from Holbern down to the Thames,
was little more than an open sewer, its fetid air widely believed to be a source of the
plague), Jonson recasts the trip in epic terms, as a latter-day journey to the Underworld, as
a feat more than matching the purely fabulous visitations of Hercules, Theseus, Orpheus,
and Odysseus to Pluto’s kingdom. When such an event (an insignificant trip taken to win a
bet) is modified by the canon and conventions of classical epic, we are forced to see both
the event and its modifier in new ways. Fitting contemporary personages, deeds, and their
settings into an epic framework, Jonson effectively erases the distinctions between present
and past, between reality and myth. One effect of this is to revivify—even redefine—
present-day reality as well as the literary past; another is the creation of a new experiential
“hybrid” or whole for the reader: in this case, a mock-epic. When, for instance, Sheldon
and Heydon set forth upon “that ugly monster / Ycleped mud” (ll. 61-2) they soon find
themselves caught between nothing so mundane as stone embankments, but between

“Gorgonian scolds and harpies” (1. 69) and anthropomorphic “stench, diseases, and old
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filth, their mother, / With famine, wants and sorrows many a dozen” (ll. 70-1). Rowing
on, “like Castor brave and Pollux” (1. 77), the intrepid two encounter the giant Briareus;—
no, the Hydra;~—no, the treacherous Scylla. Actually, this new prodigy is a barge loaded
with the collected filth of the city: “The meat-boat of Bear’s College, Paris Garden, / Stunk
not so ill; nor, when she kissed, Kate Arden” (11. 117-18). At length they pass from Styx to
Acheron, that is,to Fleet Lane, from the cookshops of which “grease, and hair of measled
hogs, / The heads, houghs, entrails, and the hides of dogs” (ll. 145-46) pour into the
Ditch. Here, among the discarded carcasses of roasted cats, the travellers encounter one
living feline, who is no cat at all, but the reincarnation of “Old Banks the juggler” (1. 156),
who, as would any self-respecting fiend of Hell, by turns tries to frighten and dismay
Jonson'’s heroes. There is plague here, the cat hisses, and the Fleet’s brothel is closed:
“You lose your iabours quite, / Were you Jove’s sons, or had Alcides’ might” (1i. 181-82).
Nonetheless, “Castor and Pollux™ have fulfilled their part of the wager, and call upon three
judges, Rhadamanthus (a soap-boiler), Aeacus (a barkeep), and Minos (“an ancient
purblind fletcher” (1. 189)) to witness their achievement:

In memory of which liquid deed,

The city since hath raised a pyramid.

And I [Jonson says] could wish for their eternized sakes,

My muse had ploughed with his that sung A-jax (1. 193-96).

Jonson's achievement here is not simply his inclusion of topical references: to
Sheldon and Heydon, for instance, or to the bear-baiting at Paris Garden, or to the
notorious slattern Kate Arden, or Banks the juggler. Certainly such local details help the
reader, especially the London resident, to follow and “place” the poem in his mind; there is
no reference to settings, persons, or Jacobean popular culture that would have been
obscure to the reader of On the Famous Voyage. I have noted above that one characteristic
of public poetry is its offering readily verifiable information to its audience’s scrutiny. This
the poem does—as Spenser’s topical poems do not. However, the more significant

achievement of Jonson’s poem is that it reconfigures everyday reality for everyday people.
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In an age when every street was an open sewer—Robert Gray notes, “An experienced City
man could have found his way around London blindfolded simply from the distinctive
smells which the various trades gave their districts” (134)—Fleet Ditch was especially
notorious for its choking filth. As Jonson enumerates its loathsome elements, he forces the
reader to reappraise what he perceives every day. Fleet Ditch ceases to be a vague, noxious
stink. The experience of its stink becomes clarified, intensified, particularized; the physical
world in general becomes more readily assessable to the “conscious” eye and nose. And to
portray Fleet Ditch as a Classical underworld, a short boatride through it as an epic voyage,
is to simultaneously heighten and diminish the reality of the landmark. Grafted onto the
legends of an heroic past, Fleet offers the passerby a glimpse of a reified Hell, and
transforms the witness himself into a modern-day Orpheus or Hercules. But since the use
of an exalted style only further diminishes a low or trifling subject and renders it comic,
and the comic in turn serves to distance the reader psychologically from its object, Jonson’s
poem envelopes the unpleasant and perhaps deadly Ditch in a reassuring atmosphere of
insouciance. Laughter, like knowledge, melts fear and superstition.

But if Jonson’s use of classicism changes our experience of the everyday world, so
too does it change our experience of classicism itself. For the classical, too, becomes
objectified, demystified, rendered practicable once its conventions and myths are dragged
before the public gaze and used to modify everyday life. Jonson cannot describe the route
of Sheldon and Heydon as one from Avernus to Cocytus to Styx to Acheron without
making manifest the world of the Ancients and its “high” culture accessible to the public at
large—especially when, as in On the Famous Voyage, its conventions are gently mocked.
What this public is to do with this culture is an open question, but once we are made to see
our world in epic terms, it is an easy step to see the worlds of Homer and Virgil in our
terms. Perhaps the final consequence, the “new whole” arising from Jonson’s combining
the ancient and modern worlds (in this and other poems), is the creation in the reader of a

greater general perspicacity—toward physical and intellectual stimuli certainly, but also
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with regard to the capacity of fiction and fact and of past and present to inform one another
habitually in our minds. When they do so, we move easily from the literal to the figurative
and back again, quadrupling the vocabulary available to our sense of the historical present
and to our social memory.

I do not mean to be cavalierly emblematic with this single poem of Jonson's. One
poem cannot embody the extensive and diverse output of Jonson's career. On the Famous
Voyage, however, does neatly embody the mode of the fully public poem, and offers a
instructive contrast between such poetry and the topical poetry of Spenser. One further
general distinction between these two modes of poetry should be made here before I
discuss more specifically Jonson’s career as a public poet. I have argued that for Wyatt the
complexities of public life are finally reduced to questions for the individual conscience:
How is the individual to conduct himself in a corrupt and corrupting world? How is he to
reconcile his ethical and spiritual ideals to that world—and to the physical demands of his
own body? What must he do to remain sovereign of himself? Spenser, facing many of the
same corruptions and temptations, unlike Wyatt fixes his attention on the abuses
themselves; much of his poetry is dedicated to defining and exposing them and to offering
his readers examples of right behavior. At base, however, Spenser’s response to the public
sphere is as individualistic as Wyatt’s, for Spenser is preoccupied with expositional
technique, with the process of rendering experience into figurative representation. This
leaves him with poems that, for all their imaginative and formal brilliance, fall short of their
public potential because the poet has encoded his experiences within generic conventions.
Who are the shepherds in Spenser’s eclogues? What specific political and religious
positions do they debate, and what is to be made of their resolutions? Who are the targets
of Morher Hubberds Tale? Spenser knows, and has no doubt expressed his vision in ways
that he found apt and poetically pleasing. But his private experience remains private. For
Wyatt and Spenser, then, we may say that those circumstances which might have produced

public poetry were instead used to examine and explicate the individual conscience.
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Public poetry inverts this tendency, transmuting individual experience into public
reality, public memory. We see this characteristic at work in On the Famous Voyage.
Jonson’s own experience of Fleet Ditch and knowledge of classical literature are fashioned
into a mock-epic that likely alters the general perceptions of both the physical and literary
landmarks. This tendency of public poetry is even more evident in another of Jonson’s
occasional poems, An Execration Upon Vulcan. Jonson composed this poem after a fire in
November 1623 destroyed his library, and with it several of his unpublished works. The
first part of the poem is taken up with Jonson's Job-like apostrophizing of the fire-god:
“What had I done that might call on thine ire? / Or urge thy greedy flame thus to devour /
So many my years’ labours in an hour?” (lI. 2-4). Does Vulcan have it in for poets since
Minerva, goddess of wisdom, rejected his love? Has he (Jonson) written libel, treason,
gimmicky verse, or execrable drama? Perhaps he has written badly, but he argues, “Thou
shouldst have stayed till public fame said so. / She is the judge, thou executioner” (11. 46~
7). And in any event, he continues, there is so much bad writing about that should have
“made a meal for Vulcan to lick up” (1. 84). Jonson lists a number of titles—then goes on
to list what works he has lost in the fire. At this point, roughly halfway through the poem,
Jonson makes a shrewd move and enumerates Vulcan’s recent campaign against culture
and learning in London. He has burned down the Globe and Fortune theatres (in 1613 and
1621, respectively), the banqueting house at Whitehall, site of dances and revels (in 1618),
and has attempted to destroy the records of the Inns at Court (in 1621). Citing these
aggressions, Jonson calls for a “writ out of the Chancelry / Against this Vulcan” (1l. 174-
75) and offers suitable punishments, concluding with a wish that he be forever exiled to the
Low Countries, where the Spanish and Dutch were at war, and there “Make your petards
and granats, all your fine / Engines of murder, and receive the praise / Of massacring
mankind so many ways” (1l. 206-08). But for God’s sake leave England, where “we all
love peace / And pray the fruits thereof and the increase” (1. 210-11).
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Jonson is able to make private experience publicly relevant because he is able to
equate his loss with London’s losses. He achieves this equation first by being so explicit
about his own catastrophe (giving his readers a chance to sympathize with him) and then by
demonstrating the City’s case against Vulcan. In effect, he retells his own plight in terms
readily comprehended by the collective memories of recent disasters he evokes. But above
all in importance is Jonson’s reflexive identification of himself with the public sphere. It
simply does not seem to occur to him that the loss of his library is not a public event—or
that the loss of the Globe might not affect him personally, does not provide a way to
describe the destruction of his books and manuscripts. This comes close to being one-to-
one identification of poet to audience, and in Jonson’s case such identification carries with
it some forceful claims indeed. For one thing, it means that Jonson’s equation of his
grievances with London’s is no idle association: for him his experience really is on a level
with the larger society’s. For another, he implicitly claims for poets, and for himself
particularly, a public prominence that is the equivalent of prominent city landmarks. In
other words, the loss of his library is a matter of public concern because it is his, Ben
Jonson’s. As a poet he is engaged in cultivating for his king and society the fruits of the
peace that “we all” love (1l. 209-10). As an agent of the civilized arts, he is, he implies,
coequal with the monarch who has kept England out of the slaughter of the Thirty Years’
War, in which the arts of war are “massacring mankind in so many ways.” This would
lend him authority enough, but then he is not any poet, but Ben Jonson: by juxtaposing all
the bad writing that should have been burnt with a catalogue of his lost labors—a
translation of Horace, a record of his walk to Scotland, his grammar of the English
language, several plays, and “humble gleanings in divinity” (L. 102)—Jonson distinguishes
himself from the writers of romances, sensationalist news pamphlets, and poetic follies
such as anagrams and acrostics. By virtue of his own poetic skill he is entitled to the
public’s attention and esteem. In sum, Jonson’s assumption is that he is, being Ben

Jonson, a public icon. He can therefore presume to tell the City of his private misfortunes
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because his identity and London’s are inextricable. The boundaries dividing public and
private identity, individual and collective experience, have been effectively erased.

Such a close identification with one’s audience would seem requisite for the public
poet, the essential instinct from which proceed all other characteristics of fully public
poetry. But Ben Jonson had more than an instinct for the public mode. In 1616 he
published The Workes of Benjamin Jonson, a collection of his plays, masques, and poetry.
Spenser had also published his poetry, and in fact the practice of publishing individual
works under an author’s name was becoming more commonplace. Jonson, however,
presented the world with a weighty and varied body of his literary output and labeiled it
The Workes—as if it were the legacy of some classical author, presuming thereby to
bestow a completed canon, a ready-made icon upon the public. Two icons, in fact: his
book and himself. Though polite society might raise an eyebrow at such presumption in a
bricklayer-turned-dramatist, Jonson’s audacity (if that is what it was ) was absolutely
necessary if he was to lay claim to any broad @sthetic or cultural authority. The Workes, as
a public document embodying the ambitions of a poet who wanted nothing more than to be
esteemed the English Horace, constitutes Jonson’s successful attempt to create for himself
a “place to stand,” so to speak, a public space from which to address his audience. London
had for many years received his plays with enthusiasm; now Jonson was in effect asking it
to accept him as a poet of sufficient skill and learning to accept him likewise as its arbiter of
@sthetic values, as its definitive portraitist. Perhaps in this it helped Jonson that he was not
a born gentleman, that he had been acquainted with the halflights and shadows of London
life, that he had had to grasp at learning and literature as a means of staying one step ahead
of poverty and ill-fame. Such a background gave him a comprehensive view of his world
and every order of its citizens; it enabled Jonson to depict them with the authority of first-
hand knowledge and the masterfulness of a long-practiced craftsman. It is Jonson's
crafismanship, his notion of poetry as a profession, George Parfitt maintains, that allowed

him to stake a claim to the public’s attention, for this claim “owed less to birth or social
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position than to the weight which he gave to the artist’s role in society and to the conviction
with which he acted out the defined role” (136). That role has been much discussed by
Jonson scholars, but nowhere is as forcefully stated as it is by Jonson himself in his 1607
preface to Volpone, when he undertakes to defend poetry from its detractors:

For, if men will impartially, and not asquint, look toward the offices and
function of a poet, they will easily conclude to themselves the impossibility
of any man’s being a good poet, without first being a good man. He that is
said to be able to inform young men to all good disciplines, inflame grown
men to all virtues, keep old men in their best and supreme state, or, as they
decline to childhood, recover them to their first strength; that comes forth
the interpreter and arbiter of nature, a teacher of things divine no less than
human, a master of manners; and can alone, or with a few, effect the
business of mankind: this, I take him, is no subject for pride and ignorance
to exercise their railing rhetoric upon (400).

Jonson here refers specifically to dramatic poetry, but it is nonetheless worth noting how
very different his notions of his audience and the ends of his poetry are from Spenser’s.
There is no enumeration here of the manners a gentleman must acquire to complete his self-
fashioning, no preoccupation with the world of Court, no division of humanity according
to social rank. Instead, Jonson divides his audience—humanity at large—by more general
delineations: age—youth, maturity, dotage—virtue, and reasonableness. Jonson seems to
imply that the values and vices he portrays in his plays (particularly his comedies) and
poems are universally accessible, and further, that persons of all conditions may be brought
to embrace the former and shun the latter. As Parfitt puts it, Jonson “worked both to
convey what the actualisation of human potential would feel like and the horrors of
individuals and societies which have abandoned the positive vision, or are in danger of
doing so” (136). And in fact Jonson declares a bit later in his preface to Volpone that the
“principle end of poetry” is “to inform men in the best reason of living” (401). To
undertake, then, what amounts to a program of pragmatic self-fashioning is to assume a

task far vaster and in its way nobler—because more idealistic—than the inculcation of
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gentility. It is a task that can only be undertaken by the poet who takes society at large as
his forum.

I do not mean to argue that Jonson was a man of democratic ideals. If nothing else,
his own egotism would not permit him to be. Like many a public figure he could “bear no
brother near the throne.” Certainly he does not spare his scorn for fellow poets—or for
anyone who would presume to condemn or acclaim him. As his epigrams, “On Poet-Ape.”
“The Old-End Gatherer,” “To Playwright,” “To Censorious Courtling,” and “To Groom
Idiot” (among many others) make clear, Jonson will not bear the literary presumptions of
inferior talents or being misunderstood by the dim-witted: as he chides his “idiot” groom,
“Idiot, last night [ prayed thee but forbear / To read my verses; now I must to hear: / For
offering with thy smiles thy wit to grace, / Thy ignorance still laughs in the wrong place”
(11. 1-4). Jonson likewise has no tolerance for popular tastes. In An Execration on Vulcan,
for instance, he offers a lengthy catalogue of what he sees as loathsome poetical growths:
riddles, logogriphs, palindromes, eteostics (chronograms), shaped-poetry, telestichs; in a
longish epigram, “To Captain Hungry,” he sneers at those who make their livelihoods from
propagating the rumor and braggadacio that passes for news among the ignorant; and in his
two odes to himself, Jonson attacks the supposed lack of wit and sophistication that has led
to the death of arts: in the first ode he laments that “the greedy fry / Be taken with false baits
/ Of worded balladry, / And think it poesie” (1l. 18-21), and in the second he wrinkles a lip
at Shakespeare’s pandering to the public’s appetite for the hackneyed in his Pericles, which
Jonson pronounces “stale / As the shrieve’s crusts, and nasty as his fish- / Scraps,” “raked
into the common tub” (Il. 23-25). In addition to his aggressively discriminating
temperament, Jonson was very much the outsider who made his way into the inner circles
of power and patronage. After the publication of The Works, James I appointed him Poet
Laureate and granted him an annual pension of £100; in 1618 Jonson was made Master of
the Revels, and in 1628, chronologer of London. Jonson enjoyed the prolonged patronage

of the Sidney family and wrote many poems in its praise, among which To Penshurst is
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only the most famous. “Such poems,” F. W. Bradbrook comments, “are the natural
product of that intellectual, courtly, and refined society where intimacy and friendship
naturally express themselves in formal written compliment” (136). Having established
himself as an aristocrat of letters, enjoying the favor of his social counterparts, Jonson was
perhaps a public poet more in effect than by design.

This being said, it is nonetheless significant that Jonson takes the time to condemn
bad poetry and to reprove public taste, for this suggests that in addition to distinguishing
himself from poetic rivals and pretenders he had a simultaneous interest in fostering proper
@sthetic ideals—if only to make the public all the more receptive to his own plays and
poems. Moreover, despite Jonson’s personal and poetical aspirations he was able to keep
in view a startlingly wide swath of his society. As [an Donaldson, editor of the Oxford

edition of Jonson's poems, says,

His poems address, assess, commend, and vilify an astonishing range of
people. To read through even a single group of poems, such as the
Epigrams, is to be made vividly aware of the existence of an entire society,
headed by the king himself and peopled both by identifiable individuals and
semi-fictionalized characters who nevertheless have clear roots in the society
of Jonson’s time (xiv).

Though Jonson was not an ®sthetic or political democrat, his poetry remains readily
accessible to the common reader; in matter and method it is a virtual gazette for his place
and time. For example, in his Epigrams, published in The Works, we find poems on
James's proposed union with Scotland (#5), a new bawdy house (#7), a bloodless court-
creature (#11), John Donne (#'s 23 and 96), Parliament (#24), the rumored assassination
of King James (#51), a number of noble personages (including King James, Lady Mary
Wroth and Lucy, Countess of Bedford), and on a host of explicitly drawn characters
familiar to those who know the world: Sir Cod, a would-be dandy (#’s 19 and 20, 50), the
depraved epicure Sir Voluptuous Beast (#’s 25, 26), Bank the Usurer (#31), the feminist
Fine Lady Would-Be (#62), the impudent and untalented Playwright (#'s 49, 68, and 100),
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Prowl the Plagiary (#81), the foppish English Monsieur (#88), the lecher Groin (#117),
and Gut the glutton (#118). To consider just this last group for a moment : the delineation
of character types is an ancient literary genre, Theophrastus (371-287 BC) its great
practitioner; Jonson’s characters are general rather than particular, yet they are, like
Martial’s, fairly specific both in conception and detail. Thus Jonson portrays not simply “a
vain man,” or “a dandified man,” but “an English Monsieur” who so affects French dress
(down to the scarf, hat, feather, shoe, tie, and garter), manners (“it doth move, / And
stoop, and cringe” (1. 13-14)), and vanity (he attends services in St. Paul’s to observe the
new fashions), “That he, untravelled, should be French so much, / As Frenchmen in his
company should seem Dutch” (1. 7-8). So particularized are Jonson’s characters that one
has no difficulty believing that Jonson drew them from the life. Expanding and enriching
the topicality of his classical models, Jonson gives his readers pen portraits that anticipate
those of Samuel Butler or the citizens of Mr. Spectator’s London. And his portraits, like
theirs, draw the reader’s eye to that which might have been overlooked or only vaguely
seen and defined. In this way, Jonson’s occasional poetry helps to “fix” the human and
moral topography of London for his audience.

As important for Jonson’s public mode as the topicality and specificity of his poetry
is its style. I have already noted above Jonson’s method of merging the literal and
figurative, the historical and contemporary. Here it remains to underscore what has
probably become evident from the many lines I have quoted from Jonson, namely,
Jonson's accessibility, the ease with which his poetry is entered into and comprehended.
As Douglas Bush comments, “Reacting against Elizabethan vagaries of matter, form, and
style, Jonson demanded, and unceasingly strove for, the ageless classical virtues of clarity,
unity, symmetry, and proportion; in short, the control of the rational intelligence™ (111).
These characteristics, above all Jonson's reliance on the exercise of the rational
intelligence—his own and that of his reader—comprise a fair part of Jonson’s legacy to

later writers. In the spare concision of his verse, which tends toward the epigrammatical
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and proverbial; in his development of the couplet as a means of rendering and assessing
experience—often, as Bradbrook notes, in “the ironical opposition of the actual and the
classical” (136); in his unabashed use of the particular and immediate to portray the
universal and timeless; in his moral sense and his practical application of wide learning; in
his worldliness and good sense (as, for instance, his eschewing of courtly idealization in
favor of a blunt erotic pragmatism, or his skepticism regarding human nature)—in all these
things Jonson not only made occasional poetry more broadly relevant than it had ever been
before, but also anticipated the great age of English public poetry that begins with the
Restoration and ends with the death of Pope.

In his own day Jonson was regarded with veneration; his circle of friends included
Shakespeare, Donne, Chapman, Beaumont, Fletcher, and Bacon, and figures such as
Carew, Suckling, and Herrick, were eager to style themselves “sons of Ben.” However,
though they may have adopted his ideals of clarity and restraint, his easy classicism, and
his equally easy cynicism, Jonson’s poetic inheritors did not retain the public mode of their
great master. Instead, the Jonsonian model was adapted for use in a revised courtly (or
cavalier) verse that largely resumed the erotic preoccupation of Renaissance poetry from
Wyatt to Shakespeare. Here and there exceptions crop up, as we shall see in the next
section, but in general it may be said that as the nation drifted toward civil war in the late
1630’s and early 1640’s, and then erupted into prolonged conflict, the Cavalier school
increasingly identified itself with the royalist cause—and so once again the main line of
poetry in England found itself divorced from the everyday world of everyday people,
irrelevant—even offensive—to the trading classes, as once more it turmed inward, away
from the public sphere and toward the gentlemanly pleasures of the court and an idealized
past. This would have many consequences: one was the disrepute into which such poetry
fell during the years of the Commonwealth and Protectorate; another was that once the arts
were restored along with Charles II Jonson’s example had in effect been lost, and could

only be followed at second hand, through two minor imitators: even as Dryden’s
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generation praised Waller’s sweetness and Denham’s strength. Jonson's own successful

employment of the public mode receded into obscurity.
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CHAPTER II

PUBLIC POETRY IN THE MIDDLE DECADES OF THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

1. The Triumph of Public Poetry

“Qur condition is best understood,” says Paul Fussell in a recent occasional essay,
“by imagining an aiternative” (137). With this in mind it might be useful at this point in my
(admittedly selective) survey of public poetry in England to jump forward a bit, to the time
of the Restoration, and sketch out a likely scenario for politics and poetry under Charles II.
After all, there is no such thing as historical inevitability; the ages unfold to no particular
end, though we often pretend otherwise, and given the state of poetry at the time of the
Civil War—the lyrical inward-looking and conspicuously silent on public affairs, the
dramatic preoccupied with pleasing Queen Henrietta Maria’s artsy coterie and flattering
Charles I's notions of divine right and absolutist rule—we should not automatically
suppose that the restoration of the Stuarts would not also entail a restoration of the courtly
mode eclipsed during the years of the Commonweaith and Protectorate. In short, there was
never any guarantee that the public mode would ever emerge predominant from the 1640’s
and 1650’s.

One can in fact make a good case for its never reappearing at all. The collapse of the
Protectorate in 1658 and of the pretense of Parliamentary rule in 1659 obliged England for
the sake of order and security to reconcile itself with monarchy and recall Charles I from
Holland. Word of his return, says J.P. Kenyon, was “received with rapture” (193-4):
“Charles II [was] recalled with the general approval of the great majority of the nation, and
the enthusiastic support of many. He had no visible enemies, nor serious critics” (210).
Christopher Hill says that the enthusiasm of the vast crowds cheering Charles II as he made
his progress through London May 29, 1660, had been “bought” (The World Turned
Upside Down, 354); but John Evelyn, though no friend to the Commonwealth, offers a
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convincing portrait of the City’s reception of its king—“The wayes straw’d with flowers,
the bells ringing, the streetes hung with Tapissry, fountaines running with wine . . . the
windos and balconies all set with Ladys, Trumpets, Musick, and {myriads] of people
flocking the streets” (182)—and of the rapturous joy that had frenzied the populace:

I stood in the strand, and beheld it [Charles II's procession], and blessed
God: And all this without one drop of bloud, and by that very army, which
rebell’d against him: but it was the Lords doing, et mirabile in oculis nostris:
for such a Restauration was never seene in the mention of any history,
antient or modern, since the returne of the Babylonian Captivity, no so
joyfull a day, and so bright, ever seene in this nation: this hapning when to
expect or effect it, was past all humane policy (182).

Evelyn's extravagance only matches that found in the pulp press of the day, perhaps the
surest barometer of popular opinion, as Jerome Friedman suggests in The Battle of the
Frogs and Fairford’s Flies (1993). Friedman quotes at length from an anonymous
pamphlet of 1660, The Mystery of Prophecies Revealed, in this work, the author casts
Charles II as “the David of these days, the man spoken of in the Revelation, riding on the
clouds of heaven and ordained to have the Government over Nations”; and it is Charles II,
“the person most dear in God’s eye,” who is to lead the three nations (England, Scotland,
and Ireland) into a time of unprecedented glories, and restore “the ruined church” (233).
The new king’s father, in this pamphlet and a good many other places, was portrayed as a
royal martyr for his people. At the time of his execution an anonymdus ballad, “King
Charles’ Speech,” had depicted a Christlike Charles “cheerfully” going to his death so that
his people might be spared the horrors of war: “He wisht what ere was past, / That he
might be the last, / No sorrow might we taste, / but wars might cease” (1. 21-24). With the
Restoration came Charles’ complete rehabilitation from the Puritans’ portrayal of him as a
great tyrant whose death was not only deserved, but called for by ancient prophecy for the
fulfillment of God’s will. Now, as Kenyon observes, “The new cult of monarchy found
expression in the near-deification of Charles L. In the new order of service for 30 January
[the day the king was executed in 1649], reserved by Parliament as a day of fasting,
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repentance and self-abasement in perpetuity, the late king appeared as a saint-like figure of
overpowering sweetness, moderation and humility, tormented and destroyed by cruel and
bloody men” (209). For a great many in England, it seemed that Charles I's Christ-like
death had but prefigured the Messianic return of his son, Charles II.

Such euphoria could not and did not last. However, the atmosphere in England
following the Restoration was such that the forces that had led to and perpetuated the
English Revolution—Puritanism, republicanism (whether overt or latent), and the impulse
toward religious and Parliamentary reform—were greatly discredited, and gave way, in
Kenyon's words, to a “new cult of monarchy.” As early as the 1660’s Sir William Petty
was making a plausible case for the reform of Parliamentary constituencies; yet, says
K.H.D. Haley, “After what had happened in 1640-60 [Parliament] saw the best safeguard
for social and constitutional stability in the preservation of traditional rights” (29). Such
reforms would be postponed until 1832. In the meantime, the Cavalier Parliament moved to
revenge itself upon those that had killed one king and driven another from his rightful
throne by attempting to nullify the Act of Oblivion (which granted a large measure of
clemency to those who had supported the Commonwealth and Protectorate) and passing the
Acts of Corporation (1661) and Uniformity (1662), which, respectively, required officers
of the government to take oaths of loyaity and non-resistance to the king, and restored the
primacy of the Anglican Church, imposing various penalties on ministers and
congregations that did not recognize the Thirty-Nine Articles or use the Book of Common
Prayer. As Hill points out, these acts among others (notably the 1662 Act of Settlement,
which curbed the poor’s freedom of movement in the kingdom; the prohibition against the
gathering of petitions; new controls placed on the press; and draconian game laws), had the
effects of turning thousands of dissenters out of the government and church and of
circumscribing liberties enjoyed under the Commonwealth and Protectorate (348ff).
Though Charles and his Lord Chancellor, Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon made attempts

to mitigate the severity of this legislation, according to Kenyon, Clarendon in fact had
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dreams of Charles II as an absolutist king, “with an efficient council, a watchful army and a
compliant and infrequently summoned Parliament” (211). In short, only a few years after
the Restoration the king was settled firmly on the throne, church and state had been
cleansed of dissenting elements, the means of opposition had been proscribed, and a
nobility and gentry loyal to the monarch enjoyed once more the property and privileges the
Revolution had stripped from them. Given these developments, it is not difficult to grant
the seeming plausibility of the absolutist scenario spun by Kenyon:

The Stuart monarchy had been given a completely new start, and there
seemed no reason why it should not move with the tide of general European
development, which was now firmly in favour of royal autocracy and
against the direct participation of elected assemblies in government, a
process evident not only in France and Spain but in most of the German
states (210).

With the reaffirmation of the primacy of the Crown—and Haley notes that “in the
reign of Charles II the royal Court was of greater importance than it has been in any reign
since. Most political activities were still conducted in the royal palaces” (8)—came the
restoration of the Court and aristocracy as the arbiters of ®sthetic tastes. Given the
precedent of the previous Stuart administration, it is not surprising that this should be so.
Charles I had, claims Sandra Burner, made England “the art center of European civilization
in the 1630’s” (91)—the decade before both king and culture were undone by civil war.
Charles was able to lure Gentileschi, Rubens, and Van Dyck to England, where they
succeeded or joined the Dutch painters of James I's court—van Blijenbergh, Paul van
Somer, and Daniel Mytens—and were kept busy with royal and aristocratic commissions.
It was under Rubens’ guidance that Charles acquired the Mantua pictures, a vast collection
of paintings gathered by the Gonzaga family over the course of two centuries. Kenyon
notes that Charles’ critics denounced this purchase “as nothing but a heap of ‘old rotten
pictures and broken-nosed marbles’” (125). However, Charles and Henrietta Maria’s other

passion, drama (particularly masques), was shared by the Court. Here, too, the royal taste

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



89

was sure, employing as it did the design genius of Inigo Jones and the literary genius of
Jonson, James Shirley, and others. But though James Rykwert and other historians credit
Charles I with “a genuine understanding and love of art” (28), the king was no Wildean
@sthete; he well understood the propagandistic ends to which the visual and dramatic arts
may be put.! While still Prince of Wales, Charles commissioned Rubens to paint the
ceiling of the Banqueting House at Whitehall. One of the three main panels of Rubens’
masterwork portrays James I as an all-wise Solomon, sitting in judgement over two
women disputing possession of a child. As John Murdoch explains, “These women are
England and Scotland, and James’s wisdom exceeds that of Solomon in that he achieves
resolution of the conflict not through division but through unification and peace. . . . The
Child is of course Prince Charles” (249-50); a second main panel shows James as “the
modern Solomon-Christ” (Murdoch 250); the third and central panel depicts the apotheosis
of James I, as if he were a Roman emperor being translated to godhead, or “the Christ
returning to his father in heaven™ (Murdoch 250). Charles’ patronage of Mytens and Van
Dyck was also politically significant. While wife-hunting in Spain in 1623, Charles had
been dazzled by the absolutism of the Spanish Court and by the magnificent art of Titian,
Velasquez, and Rubens that celebrated its power. Returning to England, Charles began

fashioning his own absolutist image, impressing upon Mytens the need to stress, in

1 Currently there is a tendency to view top-down (but, curiously, not bottom-up) @sthetic expression as
little more than a tool for ideological manipulation, for subliminally encouraging people “to view and
judge the world about them unthinkingly, without reflecting upon how they might have come by those
views or judgements™ (19), in the words of Gerald MacLean, whose own Time's Witness: Historical
Representation in English Poetry, 1603-1660 (1990) consists largely of explicating the ideological
ploys embedded in historical poetry of the early Stuart era. But the social dynamics of public art and
literature are too complex to be reduced simply to an invisible power conspiracy. In an article on
painting under the Stuarts, John Murdoch notes, “Pictures in the seventeenth century were not part of a
closed apolitical discourse of Culture. For monarchs especially the distinction between public and
private was either non-existent or indefinite, and it is possible to see in some of the uses of pictures in
court circles a movement towards the public advertisement of areas the great man’s life previously
concealed” (244). Propagandistic such paintings may have been, but the fashioning of the royal or
noble image was very much a public affair; the public exposition of private life and character required
both subjects and painters to submit much to the authority of popular expectations, understanding, and
approval. In any event, depictions of the king and aristocracy in art or drama were hardly coercive in
any surreptitious way, and, should the subject not live up to his or her public portrayal, would have
been likely to effect ridicule and a consequent loss of authority.
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Murdoch’s words, “his personal authority and his membership of the European elite”
(249). Van Dyck, too, says William Gaunt, “was ideally suited to express the spirit of an
autocratic regime”: “Courtly grace and ease, combined with a certain dignified aloofness,
decorative splendour” (34)—these were the characteristics a monarch with an absolutist
bent would wish to ascribe to himself. It is, after all, to Van Dyck’s portraits of Charles I,
Kenyon argues, that the king owes his lasting image as a “regal, melancholy and aloof”
man (125-126). As for Charles’ patronage of drama, particularly the Courtly masques,
Burner only underscores what many scholars have pointed out, that “All the elements of the
masque are directed towards a statement of the just, wise, and peaceful rule of the king
represented by figures of classical myth or personified by the ideal virtues such as love and
fame” (92). She cites as examples William Davenant’s Britannia Triumphans (1637),
which defended the wisdom of the king’s naval policies, and James Shirley’s Triumph of
Peace (1634), ravishing in its elaborate pageantry (91-93). For Charles, the arts were a
private passion, but also an important part of an absolutist program. Rykwert sums it up
well: “Whereas James saw the splendour of the court as an adjunct to his Royal state,
Charles I had an almost instrumental, or at any rate rhetorical, view of Royal
entertainments. He really did believe that harmonious music reconciled discordant hearts;
and that masques could be used as declarations of royal policy” (27).

The restored King Charles II had every reason to see himself as he was often
portrayed in contemporary poetry, as the restorer of the arts to Britain. In Sir John
Denham’s “The Prologue to His Majesty” (1660), for example, the poet claims, “They that
would have no KING, would have no Play / The Laurel and the Crown together went, /
Had the same Foes, and the same Banishment™ (11. 6-8). In general, as Hill points out, this
is how the restored royalists saw themselves: “Dr. P.W. Thomas has shown us how the
classical principles of regularity and propriety had appealed to isolated royalist intellectuals
during the decades of defeat. They saw themselves as preservers of literary culture in a time

of barbarism” (World, 355-56). Though the Puritans were hardly a latter-day manifestation
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of the Imperial army that sacked Rome in 1527, ending the Italian Renaissance, they were
sufficiently antipathetic toward the arts to close the theatres, destroy religious sculpture and
decoration, sell off the deposed king’s art collection, and even forbid the singing of street
ballads, which, L.G. Salingar notes, they saw as likely to corrupt the public morals (70).
Time and again in his diary entries for the Interregnum years, Evelyn notes how Puritan
rule has lead to the decay if not the outright destruction of England’s art, architecture, and
landscape. For instance, in an entry for June 9, 1654, he remarks during a stay in Reading
upon “my Lord Cravons house at Causam now in ruines, his goodly Woods felling by the
Rebells” (153); he notes during a visit to York that its St. Peter’s Cathedral “alone of all the
greate Churches in England, had best ben preserv’d from the furie of the sacrilegious, by
Composition with the Rebells, when they tooke the Citty” (161); and laments the
vandalizing of Lincoln’s cathedral:

the Souldiers had lately knocked off all or most of the Brasses which were
on the Gravestones, so as few I[nscriptions were left: They [Evelyn’s
guides] told us they went in with axes and hammers, and shut themselves
in, till they had rent and torne of some barges full of Mettal; not sparing the
monuments of the dead, so helish an avarice possess’d them (162).

Thus, his father’s example, together with a predictable royal reaction against the anti-
astheticism of his late republican foes, would seemingly have led Charles II to become an
advocate of a court-centered program for the promulgation of absolutist art and literature in
Britain. Certainly he had before him (as Charles I had had in the persons of Louis XIII and
the Philips of Spain) an exemplary model of the autocrat as patron, France’s Sun King,
Louis XIV. And certainly Charles I had both the taste and temperament to assume the role
of England’s artistic arbiter. Antonia Fraser details Charles II's fascination and involvement
with the arts in Britain: his patronage of the painters Hugh May, Peter Lely, and Antonio
Verrio (whose Sea Triumph of Charles II (c. 1674) is as grandiloquent as anything painted
for James or Charles I), and of the carver Grinling Gibbons; his cultivation of “the French

instrumental music he had grown to love in exile” (332), which entailed his sending
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Pelham Humfry to France to acquire the knack of it, as well as his close supervision of
Humfry’s pupil, Henry Purcell, to whom Charles introduced “the delights of Italian music
as well as French” (332); his overseeing of the reconstruction of London after the Great
Fire, wisely insisting on the appointment of Christopher Wren to be its architect, and,
wiser still, clearing all bureaucratic obstacles from Wren's path; his love (again, French-
induced) of gardening and landscaping, modelling his redesigning of St. James Park after
Le Nétre’s work at Versailles; his hearty backing of the theatre, especially theatre in the
French style—when the court was in London Charles went to see plays nearly every
afternoon, and he did not hesitate to offer advice about subject and plot to Dryden.
Crowne, and Otway (298).

Rykwert argues that “the centre of patronage in the second half of the century
shifted back from the royal court to the homes of the great landowners™ (4), but it may be
said as well that the artistic and literary tastes of the nobility and gentry took their cues from
the king’s own. Indeed, as portraiture of the royal family in the time of Charles I fostered
the notion of the legitimacy of dynastic succession , so, too, did the family portraits
commissioned by the aristocracy convey the apparent settiedness of the patrons’ affluence
and power, the sureness of their lineage (Murdoch 242). Though the Civil War and
Interregnum interrupted aristocratic patronage of painting (especially portraiture),
architecture, and gardening, the Restoration saw a renewed, even heightened patronage of
these arts, as England’s upper classes sought to re-establish themselves as those best suited
by affluence, character, and heritage to govern the nation. The same is true of aristocratic
patronage of drama and poetry at the Restoration. The writing coterie of Charles I and
Henrietta Maria’s court had included Jonson, Shirley, Davenant, Suckling, Carew,
Habbington, Lovelace, and Cowley. When the theatres were reopened after the
Restoration, the king commissioned the King’s and Duke’s companies, whose gentlemen-
directors, Sir Thomas Killigrew and Sir William Davenant, respectively, divided the

dramatic world between them. Aside from the king, patrons of drama such as the Duke and
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Duchess of Monmouth, the Duke of Newcastle, Charles Sackville, Earl of Dorset, George
Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, and Anthony Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury lent their names,
protection and (at times) money to the day’s popular dramatists, Dryden, Nathaniel Lee,
Nahum Tate, Thomas Shadwell, and Elkanah Settle among them. They also commissioned
occasional poems commemorating family marriages, births, and deaths—thereby educing
poems and dedications in praise of their characters, taste, and (above all) liberality from
poets hopeful of future favor. Patronage of arts and literature not only kept aristocratic
patrons abreast of courtly and Continental fashion, it probably served, as Hill suggests
(above), to foster class identity and solidarity after two decades of shifting social loyalties
and to put behind them the experiments of Commonwealth and Protectorate. The nobility in
this period, however, was not content merely to subsidize others; many were dramatists
and poets themselves, were, as James Winn says, competitors with the writers they
employed (98). Apart from Killigrew and Davenant, Sir George Etherege, Sir Robert
Howard (son of the Earl of Berkshire), Buckingham, Newcastle, and Dorset penned plays
of varying quality and success. Moreover, the Restoration Court fostered a notable clique
of gentlemen-poets, including John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, Sir Charles Sedley, Dorset
(again), Buckingham, Wentworth Dillon, Earl of Roscommon, Killigrew, and John
Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave.

In sum, given the primacy of King and Court in politics and the general attitude of
reaction pervading England, there appears to have been no reason why the absolutism with
which Charles I had flirted could not have taken root and flourished during the reign of his
son; and given the centralization of the arts among the king, peers, and upper gentry, no
reason why artistic endeavors in England should not have been presided over, as in the
France of Louis XIV, by a courtly bureaucracy that controlled and exploited their form and
content to promote the glories of an absolutist monarch. More particularly, there is no
reason why the Cavalier poetry of the century’s middle decades should not have been

resumed and re-established as the dominant mode of the 1660’s and after. True, these
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courtly poets were not generally of the calibre of those writing during the reigns of
Elizabeth, James I, and Charles I. But they were competent—often rather more than
competent. In his introduction to the Yale edition of Rochester’s poems, David Vieth makes
the case for giving the laurel to the leader of the Courtly Wits. “In an age when the English
aristocracy was still politically, socially, and culturally supreme,” Vieth says, “Rochester
was socially and culturally potent. . . . In an age when skill in writing verses was a
practical asset to a courtier, Rochester became the second-ranking poet, excelled only by
Dryden” (xvii). Vieth goes on to pronounce Rochester’s lyrics of 1674-75 (among them,
“Upon Leaving His Mistress,” “Against Constancy,” “The Mistress,” and “Love and Life”)
as “the finest of the late seventeenth century and among the best in English literature”
(xxxix); he also credits Rochester’s knack of engineering the intersection of different planes
of experience to heighten dramatic immediacy and ironic effect with creating a new
dimension to “the new literary sensibility as it developed from 1670 to 1675 (xxxv-
xxxvi), a dimension that would be perfected by Swift and Pope (xxxiii). Keeping in mind
(from the discussion of “Signior Dildo” in the first section of this chapter) that when
Rochester’s poetry is not lyrical and private in the way of, say, Herrick or Carew, it is
topical but only semi-public in mode, we might for the moment take Veith’s claims for
Rochester at face value and, bearing in mind also the ®sthetic primacy of the Court, allow
ourselves to extrapolate a bit from the given circumstances: Rochester might well have
survived his thirties and continued to write his lyrics and satires into the eighteenth century.
If Rochesterian irony added a new depth to satire, and Rochesterian eroticism —sometimes
sincere, sometimes salacious and cynical—brought about “the finest lyrics of the late
seventeenth century,” why do we never read the following sentences in literary histories of
the period?:

John Dryden might have been Charles II's Poet Laureate, but it would be
erroneous to suppose that he, any more than Laurence Eusden in his day, or
Robert Southey in his, was the leading poet of his time. That designation,
for good or ill, belongs to John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester. Mindful of
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poetry's aristocratic past, Rochester was able to infuse new life into the
erotic courtly lyric, grafting a post-Restoration sensibility—pragmatic,
unsentimental, libertine—onto a form that had dominated the genre since
Wyatt's day and that, because of Rochester’s tremendous prestige at the
courts of Charles II, James II, and their successors, would dominate
English poetry through his innumerable imitators—including two minor
poets of note, Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift, known as George II's
“Spaniels” for their spirited defense of his regime—until the Naturalist
reaction of the 1730’s and 1740’s. By then, cynical love poems and
scathing court satire had had their vogue. The new school, led by James
Thomson and Edward Young, takes its name from its attention to the details
of physical nature. It is commonplace to say that this turn from the world of
Court to that of woodlands, meadows, and mountains was an attempt to
make poetry “matter” to a nation grown giddy with the discoveries,
applications, and philosophical optimism of the New Science.
Unfortunately, this poetry soon outlived its vogue at Court and proved no
more relevant to society at large—as the self-indulgence of two later
Naturist works, Wordsworth's The Prelude or Coleridge’s Biographia
Literaria makes clear.

The Age of Dryden could have been the Age of Rochester—had certain political,
social, and literary forces present at the Restoration aligned themselves in a certain way.
Instead, the alignment of these factors was such that the public mode, a subterranean
current in British poetry at least since the time of Jonson, found sufficient space to emerge
and establish itself as the poetic mainstream until the middle of the next century. Let me be
clear: [ am saying neither that public poetry did not exist before 1660, nor that its rise after
1660 was inevitable, nor that its appearance muted all other modes, but rather, as Douglas
Bush says of historical periods, “While all ages are ages of transition, there are some in
which disruptive forces reach maturity and combine to speed up the normal process of
change” (1). Because of the forces at work in the years immediately before and after the
Restoration, public poetry was brought to a fruitful maturity and became a potent vehicle
for and framer of cultural, social, and national self-definition for two successive
generations.

Beginning with the politics of the Restoration itself, we have already heard John

Evelyn declare it to be “never seene in the mention of any history, antient or modern, since
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the Babylonian Captivity, nor so joyfull a day, and so bright, ever seene in this nation.”
For all his seeming hyperbole and fervid royalism, Evelyn was absolutely correct: the
Restoration was without precedent in English history. Kings had been deposed before,
new dynasties had supplanted the old, religious controversy and civil wars had embroiled
and exhausted the nation; but never before had the institution of monarchy been seriously
challenged, never had “the people” overthrown and executed their monarch, never had the
nation had the opportunity to remake itself through constitutional experiment. When one by
one the experiments failed—first commonwealth, then theocratic oligarchy, then hereditary
autocracy—and England found itself adrift morally and materially, it seemed that all along
the cure for its malaise had been the restoration of its rightful king. That the bloody removal
of Charles I could end with the not only peaceful but raprurous return of Charles II must
have seemed a marvel indeed. For an age that saw the hand of Providence actively shaping
the course of human events, such a restoration could only portend a time of unprecedented
wonders. Tracing the use of “ancient™ prophecies in the popular press throughout the
1640’s and 1650’s, Friedman observes that during most of this period prognosticators
(particularly William Lilly) writing on behalf of Parliament had used the early sixteenth-
century writings of one Ursula Shipton as well as the cryptic fables predicting the fall of a
White King and of a Dreadful Deadman to make the defeat and death of Charles I appear
inevitable (59ff.). Now that Charles II was to return, a new set of ancient prophecies—
incredibly enough—was discovered. These prophecies, such as the one given in A
Prophecy Lately Found Amongst the Collection of the Famous Mr. John Selden (1659),
ostensibly predated those exploited by Lilly and predicted that the English would kill one
king, suffer a pretender to rule over them, and at last recall the true king, “under whom,”
quotes Friedman, “the whole body (exhausted with long war) shall enjoy a firm and
general peace and shall be happy by Sea and land . . . Happy days return” (232). Such
apparent vacillations in God's favor might seem confusing, but not if one took the long

view (as did the royalist prognosticators): God had permitted the death of his earthly
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representative, Charles [, and the subsequent period of successive monsters, prodigies and
disasters in order to demonstrate to the English people that they needed a king, and
particularly a Stuart king (Friedman 239ff.). Now that the lesson had been learned, a
chastened, loyal England led by its “David of these days” could experience an
unprecedented Golden Age. Such was the belief, or at least the hope, of the many
thousands gathered to welcome Charles II as he re-entered London May 29, 1660.

Yet if an unlooked-for Restoration fostered expectations of heretofore unknown
glories, an equally unfamiliar set of political realities faced King, Parliament, and People,
making it unlikely that these glories would be achieved under the aegis of an absolute
monarch. For, as Haley says, the Restoration was not a matter “of the old landmarks
reappearing after the floods began to recede™ (3-4)—“everything would have to be done by
manipulation [that is, cooperatively between the Crown and Parliament], not by the
enforcement of a policy by the victors upon the conquered” (6). Parliament had overtumed
the monarchy—only to recall the monarch once more; when Charles II entered London,
Fraser writes, “everyone” was a royalist (181)—yet the new king could not afford to
become complacent: the crowds that cheered him might very well send him “on his travels”
again. The king retained his prerogative; he could still summon, prorogue, and dissolve
Parliament; he could still conduct foreign policy and make war. But the highhanded tactics
used by Charles I to subdue stubborn Parliaments and peers had vanished forever. Maurice
Ashley sums it up: “Unparliamentary taxation, such as ship money and forced loans, stood
condemned. The criminal jurisdiction of the Privy Council had vanished. The King could
no longer order the arrest of members of Parliament without showing cause. In fact even if
it were not as limited as the Roundheads had wanted it to be, the monarchy had become
‘constitutional’” (121). “Constitutional” in practice, that is, though not by theory or design,
for the political settlement was a vague, plan-as-one-goes affair. Parliament’s trump-card
was its absolute control of the king’s purse, which seemed to insure that the king would

have to remain in its good graces and summon it regularly if only to enable it to vote him
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the money he desired. Nor did it matter that the new Parliament—the Cavalier or
Pensionary Parliament—consisted of a restored House of Lords and a House of Commons
that consisted largely of country gentry eager to demonstrate their loyalty to Charles and
their loathing of his recent opponents; the Commons soon proved an increasingly
independent-minded body, insisting, for example, that it retain control over the levying of
taxes and even as early as 1662 opposing the Crown’s proposed hearth tax, fearing that
such a tax “would make it unnecessary for Charles to meet his Parliament regularly” (Haley
27). The Restoration had indeed ushered England across the threshold of a new political
age, but probably not in the way the king’s party and its prognosticators had envisioned.
The political settlement, argues Fraser, “presented the king with, on the one hand, very
wide powers, and, on the other hand, equally wide problems, which he could not solve
without the co-operation of almost everyone in the State” (190).

The consequences of such a settlement for poetry were indirect, subtle but
nonetheless significant. For one thing, though Charles and his Lord Chancellor Clarendon
might have attempted to translate the euphoria of the Restoration into a gradual return to
absolutism, they were in practice precluded from doing so. Fraser underscores the
unsettled nature of England in 1660: any attempt to impose rule by divine right a 1a Louis
XIV would have been disastrous. In fact, she observes, if royalist hopes of massive
redistributions of land in their favor were disappointed, it was due to “the innate wish” of
Parliament and King not to upset the status quo, “not to disturb England, as she was, more
than was absolutely necessary to bring about justice” (192). As it turned out, there never
was a design for making England an absolutist state. Kenyon argues that Charles
“squandered all his chances™ (211), but makes it equally clear that Charles was not by
character or temperament an autocrat: “He was glad of any opportunity to enhance the
power of the monarchy, but unlike his brother James he gave no continuous thought to it”
(212). Easily distracted by his many interests and amours from the discipline of

government; chronically in debt and dependent upon Parliament; unwilling to risk a return
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of civil strife; self-effacing, ironic, pragmatic to the point of cynicism—Charles was not the
king to indulge in fantasies of absolutist grandeur. Consequently, though he was not averse
to the praise of his subjects and might hint to Dryden that the latter might compose a satire
against his political enemies, he did not surround himself, as his father had, with writers
and artists who served mainly as apologists for the regime. This left poetry, as well as the
other ®sthetic disciplines, to pursue their own course. And even when they enjoyed royal
patronage and supervision, the arts and sciences in which Charles interested himself almost
always had public applications beyond and even exclusive of service to the Crown. His
support of the theatre, for instance, made that venue and that genre once more broadly
public and a vibrant forum for social and political commentary. English music was enriched
by his encouragement of its incorporating the French and Italian styles, and his overseeing
of the reconstruction of London ensured that that city would become not only the nation’s
jewel but a metropolis suitable for a nation on the verge of empire. Typical of Charles,
Fraser says, was his refurbishing of St. James’s Park. Having redesigned it according to
French and Venetian imperial models, Charles then threw it open to the public and partook
himself of the games the public played there: croquet, pall-mall, and bowls (296). Not only
this, but those who amused Charles with their drama, poetry, music, and sports, those
who built his buildings and his gardens—these existed for him as human beings,
interesting in their own right, apart from their entertainment value. It is difficult to imagine
Charles I dining with jockeys, or conversing with natural philosophers about oysters and
ants’ eggs, or confiding to his Laureate that he was poor enough to be a poet. Charles II's
personal, generally non-ideological enthusiasm for poetry and its sister arts was very much
akin to his non-programmatic politics. Both allowed for the entity in question to shape itself
“organically,” that is, according to the circumstances of the moment as well as the
inclinations and talents of its many, often feuding participants. Antonia Fraser sums up the

case well:
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The kind of propaganda exercise indulged in by Louis XIV, with every
breath he drew every day of his life, was unthinkable to Charles II. The
arts, for example, were there for enjoyment: a simple and even laudable
view, but not one that has been shared by every monarch in history. The
bewigged and padded creatures of his stage, the saucy mistresses in their
boys’ clothing, the graceful wielders of his garlanded violins, the shepherds
and satyrs of his masques: none of these conspired to glorify the monarchy;
if they did so, it was purely by accident. Dryden as Poet Laureate was given
no great direction for his verse. Satire—often of the monarchy itself—was a
far more potent theme in the reign of Charles II than propaganda (466).

The new relationship between Crown and Parliament and the King’s disinclination
to assume an absolutist stance led to further political developments that would have
consequences for post-Restoration poetry. Foremost among these was a change in the role
of “the people” in English politics. “The people™—a vague phrase that identifies no
particular constituency save the ends of the user—here denotes those outside the corridors
of power who nonetheless interested and involved themselves in the workings of their
government. The government, for its part, did not at all welcome such attention and
participation. In his 1660 address to the Convention Parliament, Clarendon might have
appealed for unity under the King by evoking the national traits of good manners, good
humor and good nature—“Good Nature! A Virtue so peculiar to you, so appropriated by
God Almighty to this Nation, that it can be translated into no other language: hardly
practiced by any other People” (qtd. in Ollard, 233)—but apparently did not extend his
notion of common cause and character to the ranks of the governed. In his 1661 speech to
the Cavalier Parliament, he acknowledged that “the common people of England . . . are in
truth the best and the honestest, aye, and the wisest common people in the world,” but then
declares that “they are not fit to model the government they are to live under, or to make the
laws they are to obey”; such responsibilities, he says, are best left to “the greatest and
learnedest and wealthiest and wisest persons that can be chose out of the nation”—to think
otherwise would be to revive the republican delusions of the late commonwealth (qtd. in

Haley, 29-30). To avoid putting such temptations before the people, Sir Roger L’Estrange,
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Charles II's Surveyor of the Press, advocated total prohibition on the reporting of
Parliamentary business: “I think it {news about the government and its deliberations] makes
the Multitude too familiar with the actions and counsels of their superiors, too pragmatic
and censorious, and gives them not only an itch but a kind of colorable right and license to
be meddling with the government” (qtd. in Friedman, 4). Sir Roger was absolutely right,
and despite the limited electorate—Haley estimates it at 300,000 or 20-25% of the adult
male population (39)—the restrictions placed upon circulating petitions, and attempts to
censor the popular press, “the people” managed to exert an ever-increasing pressure upon
Whitehall and Westminster. Ministers, Parliamentarians, and their appointees might affect
to slight the political savvy and will of the populace at large, but the fact of the matter was
that after the Restoration politicians were more answerable to “the people” than ever before.

There seem to be three main reasons for this. First, the tumults of the 1640’s and
1650’s had provided a precedent for popular involvement in national politics. The
conscription and movements of troops during the fighting, the change of governments, the
imposition of Puritan religious and social legislation had broad local consequences
throughout England. Most obviously, they brought home the conflict and the principles at
stake to many thousands who might otherwise have been content to leave politics to
politicians. For example, one anti-royalist ballad—and it is important to note that both the
great balladists of this time and their intended audience were commoners—“Thanks to the
Parliament™ (1642), details the oppressiveness of the King’s highhanded extraction of taxes
and ship-money and his granting of business monopolies; it goes on to decry the
“Catterpillers” and “filthy Birds” (stanza 6) gathered about the court, equating them and all
of Parliament’s foes with “Papists, Atheists, and the Hirarchie™ (stanza 11). Royalist
ballads, in addition to attacking the “usurping” Parliamentarians, tended to stress the moral
confusion and loss of social cohesion resulting from the revolution. One ballad, one of
several titled “The World Is Tumed Upside Down” (April 1646), asserts that since the

Puritans’ decisive victory at Naseby ancient traditions of holiday camaraderie and of
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noblesse oblige have been overturned. The balladist calls the Puritans’ ban on the
celebration of Christmas the work of latter-day Herods: “Command is given, we must
obey, / And quite forget old Christmas day” (stanza 3). But the ban has had more sinister
effects: “Our Lords and Knights, and Gentry too, / Doe mean old fashion to forgoe: / They
set a porter at the gate, / That none must enter in thereat. . . . Hospitality it selfe is
drown'd” (stanza 4). Other ballads took no side, but lamented the consequences of the war
for the vulnerable poor. “Alas, Poor Tradesman™ (1646) calls attention to the many shops
closed for want of trade, to small, irregular wages, and to farmers’ fields turned into armed
camps. Only peace will save the poor from utter ruin. “The Good-Fellow’s Complaint™
(1647) cites a single specific grievance, the hardship caused by Parliament’s 1643 excise
tax on a multitude of goods, including food, liquor, and soap. Particularly galling to the
author of this ballad is the tax on beer, making the poor man’s comrade, counsellor, and
narcotic either all but unaffordable or all but undrinkable. The ballad, as both Hyder E.
Rollins and Friedman note, was until about 1647 not just a “translator™ of upper class
learning and culture for the newly or marginally literate (and their numbers and proficiency
were increasing rapidly), but rhe major disseminator of news and commentary for a great
range of classes. Though the news pamphlet surpassed the ballad in these respects, the
emphasis on examining the particular, local consequences of the Revolution was not lost,
and the results were seen in the rise of what Friedman calls an “alehouse culture” that was
the equivalent of the more polite coffeehouse culture (5). In the January 24, 1649 issue of
The Perfect Weekly Account, publisher George Horton commented, “In these days the
meanest sort of people are not only able to write, but to argue and discourse on matters of
the highest concernment and thereupon do desire that such things which are most
remarkable may be truly committed to writing and made public” (qtd. in Friedman, §).
Having once encouraged balladists and pamphleteers to arouse popular loyalty to the King
(first Charles I, then the exiled Charles II) and antipathy toward the Commonwealth and

Cromwell, the restored royalists could not now stifle broad public interest in and comment
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on political affairs. The Printing Act of [662 was designed to restore order—that is,
government control—over a press that had long ceased to be effectively regulated. Among
the Act’s provisions were a tight restriction on the number of masters, apprentices, and
presses; the restriction of printing to London, Oxford, Cambridge, and York; and a
requirement that ail works had to be approved prior to publication by a Licenser appointed
by the Secretary of State—transferring the power of supervising the press from the
Stationers’ Company to Parliament. However, though the Printing Act seemed to give the
government a strong grip on the press, in practice the eruption of political controversy,
such as that attending the fall of Clarendon or the Exclusion Crisis, made this act, like the
1680 proclamation banning all unofficial newspapers, largely irrelevant (Feather 51-53).
Mere legislation could not confound the public’s habitual scrutiny of their masters.

This attention intensified what Roy Porter calls the face-to-face nature of British
society and politics in this period, the second factor in “the people’s” growing influence on
government. Porter notes, “People were set into the social strata not primarily by choice, or
by ‘faceless’ bureaucracy and paper qualifications . . . but rather by their personal
connexions with others, especially authority figures” (35). This was as true in London
itself as it was in the country villages, and probably to greater practical effect. It was
forbidden to disclose the contents of Parliamentary debates and before 1680 Parliament was
even reluctant to publish a record of its daily votes. But, as Haley observes, it was
impossible to prevent most Parliamentary business from becoming known: the houses of
Parliament were, after all, adjacent to the law courts, giving lawyers and MP’s a perfect
place to exchange news and opinion; moreover, he adds, the fact that London was the heart
of business and trade made inevitable the rise of close connections between merchants and
politicians: merchants had to know enough about foreign policy to conduct their business
wisely; politicians had to be sufficiently informed about the needs of England’s traders to
craft expedient diplomatic, colonial, and military policies (41-44). And such were the

political and economic networks that bound the nation that the government’s deliberations
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and actions were soon known and commented on throughout the kingdom. Moreover,
ministers and MP’s could not be indifferent to the climate of opinion in London. The City’s
siding with Parliament during the Revolution had demonstrated as much, but in the years
following its orgiastic reception of Charles II, London found itself increasingly at odds
with the policies of the Administration, as in its successful call for the removal of
Clarendon after the debacle of the Second Dutch War (1665-67), its desire for, then
opposition to a third trade war with the Dutch (1672-74), its virulent opposition to the
likely accession of James, its repeated refusal to convict Opposition leaders (notably
Shaftesbury) charged with suborning the King, and its scrappy though ultimately doomed
defense of its Charter in the early 1680’s. Fraser notes that, heeding the lessons of the past,
Charles II had a marked “preference for Windsor Castle as a royal fortress, not simply
because it was [as Pepys described it] ‘the most romantique castle that is in the world,” but
because it could be properly garrisoned” (186).

Despite the fundamental distrust such actions display, the King, his Administration,
and Parliament were quick to encourage popular participation (of a kind) in the business of
government. Finding that the Printing Act of 1662 could not effectively control, let alone
mute the printed expression of public opinion, Sir Roger L’Estrange, the Surveyor (or
Licenser) of the Press, resorted to a wholly different strategy: using the press to put the
Administration’s case before the public. This was the function of the “official” newspapers,
The Kingdom's Intelligencer (1660), The Oxford (later London) Gazerte (1665), and
L’Estrange’s own Observator (1679). Though the success of these papers and their design
was limited, their appearance marked a shrewd and socially significant shift in policy.
Shrewd, because it made use of an explosive trend of the previous decade, the rise of
coffeehouses as loci of political discussion and organization. Here the newspapers,
pamphlets, and satires provided by the proprietors passed through many hands; thus, a
single copy of a newspaper or political tract could be read and debated by dozens.

According to The Companion to the Diary of Samuel Pepys (Ed. Robert Latham), by 1663
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there were 82 coffeehouses in the city (and S00 by 1702) (70). Following the return of
Charles II, the Companion observes, “clubs for political debate were closed or went
underground; coffee-houses in a sense replaced them, becoming centres for the political
malcontents in Restoration London” (71). At first, Clarendon favored shutting them down,
then discovered that they could be used to promote his policies: “Pepys himself was in
1665 asked by Batten {the Surveyor of the Navy] to use the coffee-houses to put about
stories of Dutch maltreatment of our seamen. They would there [Batten thought] ‘spread
like the leprosy’” (Companion 71). The social significance of the shift from trying to
proscribe newspapers (or coffeehouses) to employing them to popularize government
policies lies in what it reveals about the Administration’s tacit acknowledgement of the role
of “the people” in political affairs. Whether Whitehall liked it or not, popular opinion
mattered: the days when Elizabeth or James I or Charles I could hope to awe the public
with absolutist iconography were long over; as we shall see, during the middle decades of
the seventeenth century political and economic power had drifted down the social ladder
sufficiently to oblige the government to reason or cajole its subjects into compliance with its
aims and means.

Increasingly, however, Whitehall was obliged not only to promote but to defend its
policies against the competing, often antagonistic viewpoints of rival political groups,
which in their turn had to make their positions clear and convincing to an ever more
politically savvy public. Even at the zenith of Restoration euphoria the new government had
not been a monolithic entity. Ollard, for example, cites the loathing of the Queen Mother
and many royalists for Clarendon, slated to become Charles’ Lord Chancellor (219); the
Cavalier Parliament had successfully opposed Charles and Clarendon’s general policies of
political and religious toleration; Clarendon’s opponents in Parliament engineered his
downfall and exile in 1667; and Parliament forced Charles to make first war then peace
with the Dutch 1672-74. Yet it was the Exclusion Crisis of 1678-81 that occasioned the

unambiguous appearance on the public stage of the political parties that had been nascent
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since the fractious year of 1667. No longer were feuding politicians content to work behind
the scenes at court or within Parliamentary parameters; increasingly, they sought to
vindicate their positions with power of popular support. Opponents in both houses of
Parliament to the Catholic James’s likely inheritance of the throne had long tried to pressure
the King to exclude his brother from the succession. When in 1678 there came to light a
supposed plot to assassinate Charles and make England a Catholic state—the famed Popish
Plot—Shaftesbury’s so-called Country Party (later the Whigs, opposed by the Court
Party—later the Tories—which supported James’s succession) brought successive
Exclusion Bills before Parliament (1679-81). Each was defeated, either by vote or by
prorogation of Parliament, but the fact that the Country Party dared to bring in these bills at
all can be accounted for only by its being able to tap the public’s strong aversion to the
prospect of a Catholic sovereign and its virulent bias against Catholics in general, which
Shaftesbury tried to inflame as much as possible. Not only did he encourage a series of
dubious witnesses to the ever-widening scope of the Plot (the Duke and Duchess of York
were its masterminds; the Papists were planning wholesale massacres of Protestants), he
engineered a number of “progresses” through the countryside of the Duke of Monmouth,
Charles’ illegitimate though personable and Protestant son, whom Shaftesbury styled as a
plausible alternative to James. Though the Plot would be exposed as largely fraudulent,
Shaftesbury imprisoned and ultimately exiled, and the Whigs disgraced and made to suffer
for their disloyalty to Charles during the Tory Reaction of 1680-1683, the Exclusion Crisis
had three important consequences for politics and political expression in England. First, as
Haley points out, the issues it raised and the passions it excited involved unprecedented
numbers of people in political processes (especially at the local level, as in the elections of
1679) and established “the principle that politics was a matter of widespread public
concern” (45; 48). Second, it made political parties a permanent feature of English life.
Since parties by nature derive their power from comparatively broad constituencies, it only

follows that the forum for social and political debate would no longer be circumscribed
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within the Whitehall-Westminster orbit. Third, with the Tories’ inability (together with
Charles’ unwillingness) to silence Whig dissent even at the nadir of the latter’s fortunes, it
became apparent that an Opposition of some sort would probably be inevitable. And after
all it might not be such a bad thing to have about: those in power would have a ready foil
for their own policies, and, should they ever fall from power, they would have a platform
from which to voice their own dissent. As Feather says, “Within a surprisingly short time
[following the Exclusion Crisis], the idea of the legitimacy of opposition within the
framework of the law was to be accepted as a part of the constitution” (Feather 54).

The rise of political parties and, more generally, the increasingly widespread
interest and involvement in politics, had profound consequences for poetry during this
period. For one thing, even as popular publications helped to create political awareness,
broader public involvement in political and social debates created in its turn more
opportunities and a greater audience for political statement and analysis. Much of this
occurred in periodical publications, such as newspapers and newsbooks (both licensed and
illicit). But even these, ubiquitous as they were, did not satisfy the public appetite for news
and commentary, and they could not hope to quench its taste for spectacle, scandal, and wit
after the culturally “grey” years of the Interregnum. This taste in fact worked to the
advantage of political apologists for the Administration and its opponents, for people are
more easily delighted than reasoned into belief. Thus following the Restoration both drama
and poetry not only had unprecedented opportunities for direct public participation in
political and social debates, but in fact were encouraged to take advantage of them.
Consequently, playwrights and poets quickly became associated with the ideological
affiliations of their political patrons: Dryden, Lee, Behn, and Tate generally wrote in
support of the politics of the Court Party (later the Tories); Marvell, Shadwell, Settle, and
Ravenscroft tended toward Country and later Whiggish circles. It would be wrong,
however, to portray party loyalties in these days as either stable or dogmatic; personal

connections rather than allegiance to abstract political doctrines (which in any case did not
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exist, policy being much more situational than theoretical) determined party platform and
membership. We should not be surprised, therefore, by Shadwell’s frequent switches in
allegiance, or by the Whiggish Earl of Dorset’s long patronage and protection of Dryden.
Of course, changes in loyalty and affiliation were seized upon as fit subjects for scorn: at
the Restoration, for example, the impossibility of finding anyone who had ever been loyal
to the Commonweaith and Cromwell was the frequent object of sardonic comment, as were
those who defected from Whiggism during the Tory Reaction of the 1680’s. But such
attacks only throw into relief another effect of party or oppositional politics upon
contemporary literature, the chance it gave poets and playwrights to establish distinct public
personz. Not only were men of letters political beings in themselves, they served as
convenient targets for those who did not wish to risk attacking their political patrons
directly. Why be so foolish as to express one’s doubts about the King’s Protestant
orthodoxy when one could safely attack the religious constituency of the Tory Party—or
safer still, the religious views of its literary spokesmen? In this way writers’ lives,
characters, talents, and opinions became subtly detached from those of their patrons, and
they emerged as figures in their own right on the sociopolitical stage. Further, the public,
oppositional politics of the age gave poetry and poets two things that they needed to stake a
claim to public attention—issues and targets—and thereby encouraged poetry to become
topical and satirical. A populace craving the latest news about its latest concerns well
rewarded the efforts of balladists and other writers of occasional poetry. So popular was
such poetry, Feather observes, that the demand for it in London and in the provinces
helped create “what were to be some of the most notable characteristics of the [book] trade
in the eighteenth century: national distribution, complex multiple ownership of copyrights,
and joint production and wholesaling” (60); and A.N. Wiley argues that the prologues and
epilogues written for the theatre in this period were “chronicles of the times with an
editorial tone, hectoring comments upon parties and audiences, critical reviews of events

and art in relation to the theatre, and discourses upon [political and religious| recantation”
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(xxxvii). The hectoring Wiley cites constitutes but one manifestation of the Restoration cult
of wit, and it was wit in the form of satire that made poetry politically useful and publicly
fashionable. Directed at political enemies, poetic rivals, current events, or popular taste and
trends, well-executed satire could skewer an opponent far more effectively than
prohibition, violence, or even reasoned response. Moreover, the satirist himself could set
up for “a man of parts.” Wiley says, “Scribblers took up the trade, and many a gallant
sought a place in the society of wits because he had composed a prologue™ (xxviii). This
points to the final but by no means least significant consequence of public politics for
poetry, that it encouraged more people—and people of more widely varying social
origins—to take up the pen. Indeed, it would not be overstating the matter to say that the
post-Restoration political scene called for a class of poets yet to be seen in England, one by
nature antithetical to the interests, loyalties, and worldviews of the aristocratic amateur.

The emergence of party politics signalled that a new historical moment was at hand,
requiring a new poetic response. But the forces behind and unleashed by party politics
tended, moreover, to insure that this new response could be achieved: on one hand the new
pressures they exerted upon England’s upper classes tended to undermine the traditional
structures of patronage; on the other, their consequences for the middling classes changed
the way the upper classes—their role in national affairs, their cultural authority, and their
@sthetic values—were seen by their social inferiors. Taken together, these political and
social pressures would superintend the professionalization of politics and (indirectly) of
poetry as well, resulting in the eclipse of the aristocratic amateur in both fields in late
seventeenth-century England.

We have already seen that the terms of the Restoration and the precarious position
of the King—Fraser notes that the Court was suffused with “the implicit fear of another
revolution” (186)—forced Charles II and his Administration to proceed with great
circumspection as they moved to consolidate the Crown’s position in English politics and

society, and further, that this caution, together with the tactic of taking their case to “the
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people” in order to foster support for the Crown, created a political atmosphere in which
party (as opposed to merely factional) politics could thrive. If the relation of Crown to
Parliament and People was not quite what it had been, neither were the relations of the
nobility and gentry to national politics, nor that of the several social tiers to one another. At
the Restoration the upper classes resumed their political role, but that role had changed, for
the nature of politics itself had changed, inasmuch as the Restoration Settlement pushed
Charles and Clarendon toward constitutional rather than absolutist government. The Court
was again the center of political culture, but with this difference, that this culture was no
longer self-contained, for the expansion of political involvement in the 1660’s and 1670’s
meant that the devising and implementation of policy now involved a good deal of personal
and public politicking. The complexities of party politics required its practitioners to devote
ever-increasing amounts of personal wealth and time to stand for elections and promote the
policies they favored; in addition, rhetorical, organizational, and procedural skill and
expertise were now more useful to the politician than title, family, or wealth. One
consequence of this shift was the rise of what J.R. Jones calls “a new synthetic oligarchy,”
that is “an upper class with the capacity to absorb and assimilate the most successful
elements and individuals” (71). The success of this new “synthetic” class was often at the
expense of the aristocracy’s traditional influence on political affairs; in fact, Jones
observes, “the greatest political careers of the period were all of men who did not originally
belong to the topmost social section” (83). What is more, this new class of politicians
(among them Clarendon, Savile, Osborne, and Clifford) consisted of what Kenyon terms
“careerists” (204)—that is, of men who practiced politics as professionals, as advocates for
particular policies, rather than as representatives of any single social class, and this is true
even for those, like Buckingham, who did belong to the topmost level of society.

Apart from the expansion of political involvement brought about by the rise of
parties (and perhaps at the back of this rise), two relatively new developments facilitated the

professionalization of politics. The first was England’s increasing role in world affairs. At
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the beginning of the seventeenth century, England was, compared to the great powers on
the Continent—particularly Spain, Italy, and France—a very minor power indeed, a
political and cultural backwater; by the century’s end, however, England’s influence on
Continental affairs had substantially increased; she had emerged, with France, as a major
new colonial power, and had eclipsed Holland as the premier maritime and trading power
in Europe. England’s ruling classes, and especially its politicians and diplomats could no
longer be provincial in outlook, could no longer view their estates, let alone their counties,
as economically autonomous, self-contained entities. The world had become too politically
and economically interconnected. Nor could high-level diplomacy or the administration of
trade be left to dilettantes. Whatever their social origins, England’s politicians came by
necessity to emerge as a professional class and to see themselves as such.

This trend was underscored by a second major development, the accelerating social
and political importance of commerce and those who financed and managed it. As a group,
Jones says, “the mercantile and urban retailing interests increased in importance, and an
entirely new social class, the ‘monied interest,” gained in prominence, wealth and
influence” (71). Their success came at the expense of the lesser nobility and minor landed
gentry, whose property kept them well fed, but comparatively impoverished: because of a
depressed land market and a drop in tenants and (therefore) in rents, they could not raise
the capital needed to improve their holdings or to increase their local spheres of influence;
they could not afford the London houses, the grand tours for their sons, hefty dowries for
their daughters, or to stand for Parliamentary elections (Jones 73-75). They would become
increasingly disaffected and their disaffection, Jones reports, would make them politically
active and, taken collectively, a force to be reckoned with during local elections (73). But
they could not hope to compete in influence with the merchants and traders who were the
mainstay of English commerce and colonialism, or, especially, with the financiers and
bankers—Ilately emerged from the ranks of the goldsmiths, merchants, and scriveners—

whose underwriting of the national debt made their interests a major factor in the shaping of
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major government policies (Jones 91). The success of the commercial classes encouraged
the professionalization of politics in several ways. Most generally, the “new” ethic of
getting and spending fostered an atmosphere of economic and occupational careerism.
Government itself was becoming a business. Not only was the acquisition, holding, and
transfer of political offices a commercial proposition in itself—many offices and
appointments could be made obscenely lucrative and were bought and sold at great expense
and profit; with the founding of the Bank of England, which encouraged investment in the
national debt, the government in effect became a grand public stock company. There was a
consequent shift in its theory of how its subjects might be governed. Whereas heretofore
men might be expected to obey either in deference to the divine right of kings or out of fear
of the sovereign’s power to compel obedience, the commercial ethic now made obedience
largely a matter of economic self-interest. What Jones calls the new “morality of interest”
(81) meant that “the traditional values of honour and loyalty, appropriate to castes
determined by birth, implicit obedience to legitimate authority, acceptance of an overriding
divine providential dispensation of human affairs, could no longer be relied upon” (80).
Put another way, politicians were becoming identified with and answerable for the success
or failure of the policies they promoted, rather than with (and for) their social class, for
politics now turned upon the axis of pragmatism rather than the perquisites of privilege.
The upshot of these developments is that though in theory the professionalization of
politics in the decades following the Restoration should have left the upper classes with
more time to enjoy the pleasures of rank and to patronize the arts, in practice the lesser
nobility and gentry were unable to do this, and those classes which could were by necessity
and temperament preoccupied with the business of government and with the governing of
their business. Among the ruling classes there was comparatively little time and money for
literary patronage of the sort practiced by the Court and the great noble families (such as the
Sidneys) in the first half of the century. It is significant, after all, that the most active

patrons of poetry following the Restoration were, with the exception of Buckingham (and
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perhaps Shaftesbury, if he was ever more than a passive patron), bit players in the political
drama unfolding with the Restoration, though as a group they did attempt to play a part as
arbiters of literary sensibility. Literary patronage in England had never been fully realized
as an institution, as it had been (and still was) in France, where, Rykwert notes, Louis XTIV
had established an academy for the training of artists (4), and where poets such as the great
Boileau were heavily subsidized by the Court. Bush with good reason calls Charles I “the
last English sovereign who was a real patron of letters” (29), yet during the reigns of the
first two Stuarts, Burner points out, the poet in search of a patron often went begging. The
nobleman’s “often half-hearted bequest, appointment, gift, or offer of room and board to
the author” was not enough to make the wooing of gentle patrons a gainful pastime; nor did
the new gentry recruited from the commerce-generated nouveaux riches provide a more
stable living—such patrons might commemorate their social ascent by paying poets for
one-time dedications, but they seldom patronized one poet over a long period of time
(Burner x). Jonson, who secured steady patronage from James I and William Cavendish,
Duke of Newcastle, is an exception that proves the rule of literature’s haphazard
subsidization before the Puritan revolution.

The political and commercial preoccupations of the patron classes after the
Restoration merely made patronage still more haphazard. Charles II was, as we have seen,
a friend to the arts and sciences, yet his enthusiasm could not overcome his empty pockets
or the distractions of governing a land made restive by plague, fire, war, dissent, and an
explosive exclusion crisis. His Laureate, John Dryden, was the leading poet of the day, yet
the latter’s pension was frequently in arrears, forcing Dryden not only to seek other sources
of income but to postpone and finally abandon the undertaking of an epic that might have
been a serious rival to Milton’s Paradise Lost. Dryden grouses in A Discourse Upon Satire
(1692) that “being encourag’d only with fair words by King Charles II, my little salary ill
paid, and no prospect of a future subsistence, I was then discourag'd in the beginning of

my attempt; and now age has overtaken me, and want, a more insufferable evil, thro’ the
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change of the times, has wholly disenabled me” (291b). Only one of Charles’ commissions
was paid promptly—the £100 he gave Dryden for “The Medal” (1682). Moreover, though
the restored upper classes might have liked to fancy themselves the guardians of arts and
culture against Puritan philistinism, Dryden received only one noble commission during his
long career: from the Earl of Abingdon, for an elegy, Fleonora (1692), commemorating his
deceased wife. Compounding the political, commercial, and (for the lesser nobility and
gentry) financial distractions of potential patrons was the sheer volume of publication in
this period. Bush relates that by 1640 some 600 individual works were being published
yearly, and that these numbers “greatly increased” between 1640 and 1660 (27)—as the
23,000 ballads, newsbooks, and pamphlets collected during those two decades by George
Thomason (apart from all other publication) would indicate. Even when the numbers of
such ephemera declined following the Restoration, the number of plays and poems being
written still exceeded the capacity of the patron classes to support them. Given the political
nature of many of these plays, it is possible, even probable that the expansion of political
interest and the rise of party politics served to glut the patronage “market,” thus
undermining the traditional relationship between the individual patron and poet. Now the
party, or, more broadly, the public at large would be a more reliable source of income and
influence.

This is not to say that literary patronage was dead in England. Far from it; it would
in fact survive into the Romantic era: Wordsworth himself was supported by a series of
benefactors and even received public assistance as well under the Civil List Act (1837). But
the nature of patronage had changed with the temper of the times. It, too, had become
almost a wholly pragmatic affair. There was far less inclination now to subsidize literature
and art for their own sakes (or rather, for the patron’s second-hand glory of basking in the
genius of the writer or painter) or even for the aggrandizement of the patron’s family. In the
field of painting, Murdoch observes, there was after the Restoration, particularly after the
founding of the Royal Society in 1662, an emphasis on authenticity in the portrayal of the
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natural and human worlds (261). The empirical method, applied to drawing and painting,
was indispensable for recording “the physical appearance of places, of their flora and
fauna,” for “communicat{ing] knowledge about the face and resources of the country,” and
for reducing confusion and doubt to order: “The pandemonium of London, the mystery or
taint of superstition clinging to the ruined aisle of abbey, the Medusa-like power of the
Knaresborough Dropping Well, became accessible to the light of reason when presented
with such calm and analytical intelligence” (258-259). Such realism and rationalism were
not necessarily the aim of post-Restoration dramatists and poets and their patrons, but their
ends—often, the touting of a political figure or policy or the vilification of such—were no
less practical. In this age of occasional politics, it only made sense to patronize poetry (or
drama) that would serve the cause at hand. Poets were quick to adapt to this new ethic:
whereas the patron-poetry of Ben Jonson's day (for instance, To Penshurst) might praise a
noble family’s lineage, character (especially its liberality), and wise management of its
holdings, the corresponding poems of our period might praise such things, but make a
particular point of lauding the political acumen of their subjects, as Marvell does for
Cromwell in “The First Anniversary of the Government Under His Highness the Lord
Protector” (1655), Denham for Monck in “A Panegyric on His Excellency, the Lord
General George Monck” (1659), and Dryden for Clarendon in “To My Lord Chancellor™
(1662). In defamatory poems, on the other hand, the subject’s politics become the poet’s
butt, as does the Duchess of York’s unscrupulous machinations in Marvell’s The Last
Instructions to a Painter (1667, published 1689), or the Trimmers’ supposed equivocation
in Dryden’s first epilogue to The Duke of Guise (1683). Such praise and blame cannot be
dismissed as mere sycophancy or malice, for one must remember that poets were
themselves increasingly involved in current social and political debates; as such, it was their
business to articulate political values and policies they themselves supported. In this sphere
as in those of government and commerce, deference to bloodlines and the aristocratic

character became subordinate to political and economic self-interest.
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We might be justified in raising an eyebrow at the apparent cynicism of such
motives were it not for a further consideration that served to aiter the traditional attitudes of
patron and poet toward one another—the craft of poetry itself. Here, too, the political and
social consequences of the “popularization” of politics played an important, if less evident
role. In Sidney’s day, a nobleman such as himself could write a treatise on the discipline of
poetry with seeming insouciance because the circles of poetry, patronage, and politics more
or less coincided with that of the Court. That is, these things were the aristocrat’s
prerogative either to practice or support. Sidney himself was proficient in all three, but the
fact that his class set the rules for these disciplines meant that he could move with
confidence among them without risking his authority as poet, patron, or states-man. And in
any case, since he did not style himself a poet exclusively, but as a humanist, soldier, and
courtier as well, he could pronounce upon &sthetics with the assured nonchalance of the
gentlemanly amateur. Following the Restoration, however, the complexities of
professionalized and popularized politics left the relationship between poetry and patronage
in something of a muddle. As I have noted above, the business of government increasingly
fell to specialists, careerists; in practice, this meant that those among the upper classes who
were most active as patrons tended to have relatively minor political roles, for a minor role
in government meant that one would have the time and money to devote oneself to the arts.
Rochester, for instance, fought bravely in the Second Dutch War and in 1667 took his seat
in the House of Lords. But he sought no career in either soldiering or statecraft; Vieth is
right to argue that after 1670 “the real story of Rochester’s life becomes increasingly the
story of his gradual development as a poet” (xxvi). He was a friend of Buckingham and
Shaftesbury and aligned himself with their Country Party, but he never distinguished
himself as a forceful spokesman for their ideals (though as a courtier and favorite of
Charles IT he had no peer.) Much the same might be observed of the circle of courtly wits
in Rochester’s orbit: Sedley, Dorset, Mulgrave, and Killigrew among them. Thus there

was a good deal at stake for the aristocrat, such as Rochester, who identified himself
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primarily as a patron and poet when the rise of party politics encouraged, as we have seen,
the greater participation of poets—and of the untitled poets at that—in public affairs. For
the matter came down to this: Who now had the authority to define and defend the “proper”
mode, manner, and matter of poetry, the aristocratic amateurs whose province poetry had
been since the time of Wyatt, or the emerging class of professionals who wrote for the
public?

I shall detail the clash of poetic amateur and professional in the final section of this
chapter; at this point [ wish only to draw attention to this struggle’s consequences for the
patron-poet relationship, particularly its consequences for public poetry. Perbaps most
important was an estrangement between aristocrat and professional that had its origins in an
oblique conflict of class occasioned by the expansion of political involvement. Perhaps
threatened by the encroachment of professional poets upon their prerogative, the circle of
wits at the court of Charles II turned its back on the “new” mode of public poetry and upon
public poets as well. The case of Dryden is especially instructive. Though Dryden enjoyed
the patronage of Dorset and Mulgrave and for a time courted Rochester as a patron, when
he himself attempted to employ the bawdy mode of courtly wit in his prologues, plays, and
conversation, he was rebuked for his presumption. In Rochester’s “An Allusion to Horace™
(1675-6), for example, the Court’s leading wit sneers:

Dryden in vain tried this nice way of wit,

For he to be a tearing blade thought fit.

But when he would be sharp, he still was blunt:

To frisk his frolic fancy, he’d cry, “Cunt!”

Would give the ladies a dry bawdy bob,
And thus he got the name of Poet Squab (11. 71-76).

Even Dorset, whom Dryden cherished as a true friend and who several times saved the poet
from poverty and the Whig backlash of 1688-89, was not above lampooning his loyal
dependent. An anonymous poem attributed to Dorset, “To Mr. Bays” (1686), viciously
assaults Dryden’s recent conversion to Roman Catholicism, labelling the poet a “mercenary

renegade,” “slave,” “changeling,” and “knave”—in just the first two lines. Like many
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others at the time, Dorset apparently thought that Dryden had converted on the accession of
James II in order to ingratiate himself with the new, openly Catholic king. It is not
surprising, then, that Dorset questions the sincerity of Dryden’s conversion; it is somewhat
startling that Dorset would link this presumed insincerity with flawed poetic invention: he
goes on to assert that Dryden’s new faith “suits with thy poetic genius best” (1. 12), for,
immersed in the mysteries of Catholicism he may, “[His] mind disused to truth may’st
entertain / With tales more monstrous, fanciful, and vain / Than e’en thy poetry could ever
feign” (1l. 14-16). In his biography of Dryden, James Anderson Winn provides a plausible
explanation for such attacks on Dryden’s wit, arguing in the case of Rochester’s squib that
it is “likely to be a complex example of the class prejudice his friend Buckingham held for
both Arlington and Dryden.” He continues,

Buckingham, Sedley, and Rochester engaged in acts of public violence,
drunkenness, and obscenity and wrote verses that were not merely
suggestive but deliberately disgusting. At some level, they evidently
believed that they were above the law, which rarely punished them for their
excesses, above ordinary morality, above literary criticism. What they may
actually have resented in Dryden, then, was not his failure to emulate their
literary style but his success. If a plainspoken Northamptonshire squire
could write such courtly lyrics as those in Marriage A-la-Mode, the claim
that the ability to write such lyrics was a matter of aristocratic birth was

clearly damaged (226).
These two brief examples demonstrate, [ think, that whatever the personal relationship
between Dryden and Rochester or Dryden and Dorset, for the two noblemen there were
important social distinctions to be maintained between themselves and the poets they
patronized. The effect of such rebuffs—certainly in Dryden’s case, but probably more
generally as well—was to impel the professional poet away from the tight exclusivity of the
Court and toward the public sphere. There at least the poet, whatever his condition, could
expect to be judged on his merits and his message, rather than his social origins alone.

This estrangement had two other notable consequences for public poetry. For one

thing, it hastened the divorce between the Courtly and public modes. Taking Rochester as
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an emblem for the former, we can trace in his erotic lyrics a lineage of sensibility that goes
back to Wyatt. Much had happened to the erotic lyric since Wyatt’s time; that poet’s scorn
of love’s trappings gave way in the sonnets of Sidney and to a lesser extent Spenser to an
idealization of love and the loved one. Shakespeare had little truck with neo-Platonism; the
tone of his sonnets to his “dark lady” marks a shift toward the erotic pragmatism that
would, with the exception of Donne, become characteristic of the Courtly lyric from
Jonson onward. This pragmatism could encompass both the warm familiarity of Herrick
and the flippancy of Carew. When the Courtly lyric, in eclipse during the Commonwealth
and Protectorate years, resurfaced after the Restoration it had become decadent, not so
much in form (the fate of the poetry of Donne’s imitators) as in its hyperbolic posturing.
For Rochester, the pose of extreme erotic cynicism has become an end in itself. Thus in his
song, “Love a woman? You're an ass!,” Rochester embroiders the traditional lover’s
farewell to love with a self-destructive resolve that would not have occurred to Wyatt:
“Farewell, woman! I intend / Henceforth every night to sit / With my lewd, well-natured
friend, / Drinking to engender wit” (1. 9-12). Wyatt protested that he was weary of love;
Rochester’s persona has no quarrel with either love or lover, but with the tedium of life
itself: once carnal love has become “a most insipid passion” (1. 2), a new pleasure—the
mirth of sleepless, drunken men—must be sought out and exhausted. And whereas
Wyatt's retreat from woman's love occasioned the embracing of a stoic virtue or the
“manly” pleasures of mind, Rochester’s only leads him to another fleshly extreme, though
it is but the logical end of the Renaissance idealization of masculine friendship: “There’s a
sweet, soft page of mine,” he boasts, “Does the trick worth forty wenches” (15-16). It is
rather more than ironic that Rochester’s marriage to Elizabeth Malet was a happy one, and
his poems to her are touching examples of simple, unequivocal affection. But Rochester’s
great satires are veined with the disgusted hopelessness of his erotic lyrics. “A Ramble in
St. James Park™ (March 1672/3; published 1680), for example, reduces the bustle of

London to a single wearily predictable motive: “Much wine had passed, with grave
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discourse / Of who fucks who, and who does worse” (1. 1-2); and Rochester’s best-
known satire, “A Satyr Against Reason and Mankind” (1675/6; 1679), posits worldly
pleasure as humanity’s end—*Our sphere of action is life’s happiness, / And he who thinks
beyond, thinks like an ass” (1I. 96-7)—concluding with the shrewd but dead-end
observation that “Man differs more from man, than man from beast” (1. 221). Though
Restoration playwrights fed a general public appetite for sexual cynicism and naughtiness,
in its caustic worldliness and coarse diction Rochester’s poetry is really contrary to the
ethos of Restoration society at large—not in kind, perhaps, but in degree. It is entirely in
synch, however, with the atmosphere of the Court, and in fact its extremities might be
accounted for by the audience Rochester intended for it, the closed circle of wits, rakes,
and risqué ladies in waiting. As such his poetry is, as I have pointed out above, at most
only semi-public in mode. The wit, irony, and keenness of observation that might have
been unleashed upon the public realm to devastating effect are thus circumscribed, kept
from the public eye, by the aristocratic impulse toward cohesion and withdrawal.

A second consequence of the Wits’ inward turning follows closely upon this one—
the acceleration of the public’s loss of esteem for Courtly refinements. What Jones terms
“the cosmopolitan court” and the “unfashionable country” (71) had long been distrustful of
another, and at least on the side of the country this distrust deepened as the ot of the lesser
nobility and gentry worsened and the excesses of Charles II's court became known. The
Court scandalized even the more worldly Londoners. Admirer of Charles II though he was,
John Evelyn could not refrain from commenting that although Charles had “brought in a
politer way of living,” refinement soon “passed to Luxurie and intollerable expense,”
though he graciously ascribes the decadence of Charles’ life to the influence of “crafty men,
and some abandoned and prophane wretches, who corrupted his otherwise sufficient parts”
(318-19). Certainly the drunken antics of Rochester, Sedley, and the rest did nothing to
endear the Courtly circle to commercial, middle-class London: the debauched fop became

perhaps the favorite target of scorn and derision for Restoration play-goers. The Anglican
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Church, trying mightily to make itself once again relevant to the lives of its congregations,
“promoted,” says Rykwert, “a great distaste for court life among the the upright and
squires, however loyal they were to the crown” (35). This moral disaffection without doubt
diminished what appetite for and emulation of the Courtly mode yet remained. Left over
from the Interregnum and the middle<class Puritan impulse to reform education, “to replace
the old, abstract, aristocratic, and ‘useless’ studies with the modern, concrete, popular, and
useful” (Bush 21), was a pragmatism that revelled at the promises of the New Science and
its methods, which might, many believed, be “applied to the study of society and
government” (Jones 81). The nobleman’s education, which, Burner claims, emphasized
the acquisition of cultural polish over that of “practical” knowledge (9), seemed irrelevant,
even antithetical, to a society increasingly preoccupied with the empirical and theoretical
knowledge that would help solve the real-world problems arising from the growth of trade,
commerce, and empire. In such an atmosphere a decline in the public’s estimation of
Courtly poetry was more than likely. Miscellanies of poems by “gentle hands™ had been
popular since Tottel published his first collection in 1557; it is telling, however, that the
series of six miscellanies Jacob Tonson published 1684-1709 tended to feature occasional
poetry and translations of the Greek and Roman poets rendered by professional men and
women of letters rather than lyrics in the courtly mode, the one major exception being
several of Matthew Prior’s love poems. The Courtly mode still rankled, apparently, when
Pope wrote An Essay on Criticism (1711), for he characterizes the days of Charles II as
“the fat Age of Pleasure, Wealth, and Ease™: “Jilts rul’d the State, and Statesmen Farces
writ; / Nay Wits had Pensions, and young Lords had Wir: / The Fair sate panting at a
Courtier’s Play, | And not a Mask went un-improv’d away” (1. 538-41).

As a result, then, of the continued decline of the institution of patronage, or rather,
its reconstitution along political lines, and the growing estrangement between noble and
professional poets, the latter were given a strong incentive to turn away from the Courtly

mode and master the public; further, the disaffection between the Court and the Church and
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“people,” undermined the cultural authority of the class that had long defined and
superintended the craft of poetry. Perhaps in no way is this shift, and the parallel shifts in
political and economic authority, more evident than in the oft-cited replacement of the noble
patron by the commercial publisher as the author’s primary means of support. One classic
statement describing the patron-to-publisher transition is found in Watt’s The Rise of the
Novel (1957). Watt has the novel in mind here, but his words apply to the business of
literature in general in this period:

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the booksellers, especially those

in London, had achieved a financial standing, a social prominence, and a

literary importance considerably greater than that of either their forebears or

their counterparts abroad. They had among their number several knights

(Sir James Hodges, Sir Francis Gosling, Sir Charles Corbett), High

Sheriffs (Henry Lintot) and Members of Parliament (William Strahan); and

many of them, such as the Tonsons, Bernard Lintot, Robert Dodsley and

Andrew Millar, consorted with the great figures of London life. Together

with some of the printers they owned or controlled all the main channels of

opinion, newspapers, magazines and critical reviews, and were thus well

placed to secure advertising and favourable reviewing for their wares. This

virtual monopoly of the channels of opinion also brought with it a

monopoly of writers. For, despite the efforts to allow independent access of

authors to the public made by the Society for the Encouragement of

Learning, ‘The Trade’ remained the only fruitful form of publication for the
author (53).

It was the booksellers, Watts concludes, who “[removed] literature from the control of
patronage and [brought] it under the control of the laws of the market-place” (55-6). The
growth of the book trade in the second half of the seventeenth century was indeed
pronounced, as John Feather’s A History of British Publishing (1988) makes clear, and as
an alternative to the systems of patronage it was to prove, as I have already hinted, a major
factor in the rise of public poetry. But it is also important to observe that throughout this
century the book trade (and its commercial ethos) was in one way or another at the back of
the political and social forces that, coming together when and as they did, created the
opportunity for the public mode in poetry to take hold.
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To step back for a moment into the sixteenth century, the broad dissemination of
printed matter at the time of the English Reformation, the subsequent spread of “practical”
literature (such as almanacs, prognostications, and technical manuals), and the Tudor
dynasty’s use of printing to promote its policies not only created a perpetually broader
reading public (the availability of books and pamphlets reinforcing existing literacy while
fostering its expansion as well as the demand for yet more printed matter), but over time
made literacy itself necessary and desirable in a nation that, as Feather notes (24), was yet
primarily oral in nature. The extent of literacy in the sixteenth and seventeenth (and for that
matter the eighteenth) centuries is widely contested, since the definition of “literacy” itself is
in question. It has been variously described as the ability to write one’s name, to participate
in literate culture (for instance, by comprehending, considering, and acting upon the written
word read aloud), to read and write “simple continuous prose,” or, for the educated in this
time, the ability to read and write Latin and Greek. But it seems to me that arguments over
percentages or broad theoretical definitions of literacy are rather beside the point. Friedman
takes the right approach, I think, when he observes of the years 1640-1660 that “the great
volume of such publications [broadsides, pamphlets, newsbooks] certainly indicates a
larger readership than the smaller amount of fine poetry, drama, and prose published, all of
which reached very few people, . . . but which are often used as mirrors of the age™ (xiii).
For regardless of the exact numbers of men and women who could be considered
sophisticated readers, it occurs to me that the heart of the matter lies in the general impact of
the published word across the spectrum of a given society. As much as anything, literacy
may be considered a habit of mind, a way of recording and organizing one’s perceptions
about the world. Literate or generally literate societies differ in this respect from oral ones.
In the former it is the printed word rather than the spoken that has authority as a

documenting medium, and it is in the middle of the seventeenth century that the sheer

2 This is Feather’s phrase (95), but not his definition.
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volume of published matter suggests that England had “turned the comer” and become a
predominantly liter-ate society. Predominantly literate—if Friedman's study of the pulp
press during the 1640°s and 1650’s demonstrates anything, it is the truth of Walter Ong’s
observation that members of “functionally oral cultures™ do not “feel themselves situated at
every moment of their lives in abstract computed time of any sort” (97), nor do they regard
the past (or present) “as an itemized terrain, peppered with verifiable and disputed ‘facts’ or
bits of information™ (98). Hence it was easy for the average Englishman alive during the
Civil War and Interregnum years to believe in the veracity of “ancient” prophecies, or
reports of the appearance of monsters or prodigies of nature, or more generally that in
allowing the murder of one king and the ecstatic restoration of another Providence was
fulfilling its special design for England. The habits of belief fostered by centuries of oral
tradition die hard. But what we must realize is that for the first time on a large scale, the
printed word and image—in ballads, newsbooks, and pamphlets—were used to describe
and explain the disturbing, confounding events that were roiling the nation; for the first
time, the mass-replicated word put in its bid for historical and interpretational authority;
more important, such authority was at last believed to reside in the published account.

This was to have important practical consequences. MacLean is right to underscore
the anxiety of the Jacobean and Caroline courts about the levelling power of print (xii), for
as Ong argues, one of the many social effects of print is that it “eventually reduce(s] the
appeal of iconography in the management of knowledge, despite the fact that the early ages
of print put iconographic illustrations into circulation as they had never been before” (130).
For all the heroic and absolutist imagery with which Court poets and portraitists garnished
the early Stuart monarchs, the printed word (and image) itself was, ironically, to undercut
the mysteries of royal power and glory without which absolutism cannot gain acceptance in
the popular imagination. “Print,” says Ong, “create[s] a new sense of private ownership of
words” (131), particularly after the emergence of a sizable reading public (as in this period)

grown sufficiently sophisticated to be able to “deal with certain more or less established
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points of view” (Ong 135). In short order this sense of ownership displaces authority from
the sovereign to the word itself, meaning that those who write, read, and reflect upon the
words before them become in a real sense politically empowered. Surely it is not simply
coincidence that the rise of a sizable reading public in the middle decades of the seventeenth
century was followed at the Restoration by the general shift of political and economic
power away from an “iconographic” sovereign and aristocracy toward, as we have seen,
Kenyon'’s “careerist” ministers, Jones’s “new synthetic oligarchy,” and the new magnates
created by the expansion of finance and trade, from the notion of politics and administration
being the prerogative of the Court to their being the product of debate conducted in public
via the pamphlet, play, and poem. This shift was probably aided after the Restoration by
the New Science, which in effect if not in intention challenged the authority of the Church,
thereby eroding in turn much of the authority upon which claims of divine right had long
rested. Ong argues that the technology permitting “the new exactly repeatable visual
statement” (i.e. printed pictures replicating the natural world in realistically minute detail)
was responsible for modern science: “What is distinctive of modern science is the
conjuncture of exact observation and exact verbalization: exactly worded descriptions of
carefully observed complex objects and processes” (127). He places the perfection of this
technology after the Romantic age (127-8), but if we recall Murdoch’s point about the
empiricism of drawing following the Restoration or take a moment to review the
topographical prints and cityscapes of, say, Hollar, dating from the mid-seventeenth
century, we know that this technology and the way of seeing it encourages were well
developed by that century’s end. If, as Bacon asserted, knowledge is power, the
popularization of the printed word and image gave the ordinary Englishman unprecedented
access to knowledge, and thereby the potential for a social and political influence to which
he had been wholly unaccustomed.

So much for the general effects of print. Among its more specific consequences are

the possibilities it creates for the rise of a vigorous trade in published matter. “Alphabet
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letter-press print, in which each letter was cast in a separate piece of metal, or type, marked
a psychological breakthrough of the first order,” says Ong. “It embedded the word itself
deeply in the manufacturing process and made it into a kind of commodity™ (118). Indeed,
as Feather reminds us, publication is only possible if relatively large runs of any single title
are undertaken, and large editions are unlikely to be produced unless the publisher can be
reasonably assured of a market and of the means of supplying it (15). Put simply,
publication means mass production; it means making an author’s work broadly available
for purchase by people he or she does not know and will never meet; it means writing for
the express purpose of publication, of putting one’s words before as many people as
possible; it comes to mean creating a public persona (or public person) quite distinct from
that one puts on among familiar company, for we are never in our words what we seem
when actually present; and it means that the public learns to read an author according to the
personz he or she creates, for we read acquaintances by the light of shared experience, and
strangers by their words alone. When literature becomes a commodity, authors as well as
their works are brought to market—as, to a large extent, are the tastes and expectations of
the audience. This is the power of commerce, its ability to shape, satisfy, and perpetuate
the tastes and expectations of its clientele, in whom resides final authority over what sells
and what does not, whether the product in question is clothing, furniture—or the words of
a poet. The writer therefore must learn to “read” his audience (no longer a nobleman or
group of noblemen, but the anonymous ranks of those who buy or read published works),
must respond to it even as he teaches its members to read both him and the world about
them. In sum, as the spread of print tends to displace (or at least diffuse) political and social
power, so does the marketing of literature shift @sthetic authority from narrow aristocratic
cliques to the authors themselves, and, more generally, to those who buy and read their
works. Such “marketplace democracy” may be obvious to us, but it was not as obvious in
the late seventeenth century, well before the advent of consumer culture. Nor was it

necessarily the desirable thing, so far as the writers themselves were concerned. None
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would have wanted to see himself as a “producer” of a “commodity,” and none would have
cherished the notion of writing “for the people”—let alone acknowledge that the book-
buying, play-going public had any say in his practice of the poetic craft. Thus Rochester in
“An Allusion to Horace™ is able to slight Dryden and Crowne with their own popularity:
“*Tis therefore not enough when your false sense / Hits the false judgement of an audience
| Of clapping fools” (1. 12-14). In his preface to The Spanish Fryar (1681), Dryden
himself looks back on some of the bombastic passages of his heroic dramas and says (not
quite convincingly), “I knew they were bad enough to please, even when I writ them. But I
repent of them amongst my sins . . . and am resolved [ will settle myself no reputation by
the applause of fools™ (276-77). As Kathleen Lynch observes in her biography of the
publisher Jacob Tonson, “In Tonson’s lifetime there was an aristocracy of taste as well as
an aristocracy of blood” (138). But this aristocracy, unlike its blood counterpart, learned at
length that to survive it had to suffer the scrutiny and judgement of “the people.”

The link between author and audience was supplied by the publishers and book
dealers (who at this time were usually one and the same, selling books directly to the public
from their shops). Watt (above) and others are right to observe that publishers came to
replace noble patrons as the mainstay of men and women of letters, and that in this
transition the commercial contract between publisher and poet succeeded the personal bond
between a poet and his patron. But these observations need to be fleshed out a bit. We are
likely at this time of day, when international conglomerates control an overwhelming
percentage of the communications industry and publishing houses are mere subsidiaries of
subsidiaries, to regard the profit motive with suspicion. It is the lust for profits, after all,
that justifies the corporate cynicism behind the “blockbuster” movies and “bestseller” books
marketed to our basest appetites. But if we cannot put aside our suspicions when dealing
with the publishers of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, we must at least
qualify them somewhat, for though profit was indeed their motive, their role in shaping

their society and its literature was more complex—and vastly greater—than that of their
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modern-day counterparts. The problem of distributing the comparatively large editions that
printing forced on them (because of the cost and labor involved in publishing a work it was
simply not feasible to produce only a few copies), required them to develop trade networks
and markets throughout London and from London to the provinces. Their success in this is
seen in the wide distribution of broadsides and pamphiets throughout the 1640’s and
1650’s and in the nationwide interest aroused by the Exclusion Crisis. Moreover, their
success in disseminating the literature of political controversy, from the crudest, most
sensationalistic broadside or news-pamphlet to the most sophisticated formal verse satire.
points them up as agents in shifting the scene of political debate from Whitehall and
Westminster to the public fora of the coffee-house, ale-house, and theatre. One need not
ascribe their efforts to high-minded motives of political and social reform or of freedom of
speech: the Stationers’ Company had been a de facto agent of governmental censorship
since its inception in 1557. Nonetheless, the distribution of proscribed or politically
controversial material continued and was often undertaken at no small risk to publishers’
liberty, lives, and personal fortunes. Puritan legislation failed to silence the Royalist
opposition because for every balladist and pamphleteer willing to risk imprisonment there
was also a publisher who dared to print and sell his work; Court censorship failed during
the Exclusion Crisis for much the same reason. The seeming inevitability of there being an
opposition press meant that when the Licensing Act lz.lpsed in 1695 there was no real
likelihood of its being renewed: Parliament realized that it was not in its members’ best
interest to quell free speech, since today’s Ministry might be tomorrow’s Opposition. It
might also have taken note of one consequence of Puritan proscription, the emergence of
the balladist / pamphleteer as well as the opposition publisher as popular heroes—a status
enjoyed, respectively, by Martin Parker and Sir John Birkenhead.

The activities of the oppositionist press during the Civil War and Interregnum were
likely to bring literature and its practitioners into public prominence, but the contributions

of publishers to the shaping of public poetry after the Restoration may be more particularly
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enumerated. First, they provided an alternative to a reliance upon noble patronage. Lynch
notes that poets and playwrights continued to write fulsome dedications out of a need to
augment the meagre incomes they received from their publishers (151), but Feather
counters that even the Grub Street authors who “wrote to order” were generally well paid
and well treated (103-104)—and Lynch herself makes much of the fact that among his
services to his authors Jacob Tonson “circulated manuscripts, wrote complimentary verses,
waited upon writers when summoned, gave them gifts of food and wine, loaned them
money, collected rents (for Dryden), and forwarded mail” (96). In any event it soon
became clear enough that booksellers provided a more reliable source of income to a greater
range of writers than any patron or set of patrons ever could. Poets during this ime may
have liked to see themselves as craftsmen pursuing an ancient and honored vocation, but
few, it is safe to say, regretted the fact that they could make a living with their pens.
Second, the fact that publishers were able to keep authors’ names and works before the
public eye meant that not only those works but the names superscribing them became
marketable “commodities,” ensuring future sales—and also that the author himself would
acquire a certain cultural “weight” in the public’s imagination. In fact, as writers became
recognizable public figures, their @sthetic and financial independence grew, for both writer
and publisher came to recognize that without the former the latter would have nothing to
sell (Feather 75-6; 111). Third, the resources of publishers enabled them to influence the
context and corpus of literature and to some degree its reception. They encouraged (or at
least fed) literary controversy when they could, for then as now controversy breeds
interest, and interest, sales. But more constructively, they also fostered the formation of a
working literary sensibility, either directly, by encouraging collaboration, or indirectly, by
establishing contacts between writers, their shops serving as places for rendezvous and
discussion. Tonson would go further and found the influential Kit-Kat Club (c. 1700), the
ethos of which seems closely modelled on that of Dryden’s four spokesmen in his Of

Dramatic Poesy (1667): “As a man of wit, or at least a pretender to wit, one must embark

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



130

on literary conversation. One must have literary opinions and be able to support them with
references to recognized classical authorities” (Lynch 139). In addition, bookmen created
and sustained literary fashions, for historical works for example, or for translations of
classical texts (favorites were Virgil, Horace, and Ovid), and retrieved from obscurity
authors of merit. From Lynch’s perspective, it was the stubborn efforts of Tonson that
brought Milton to posthumous public esteem, both by incessant publication of his works
and arranging for Addison to discuss their merits over several issues of The Spectator (a
Tonson vehicle) (142ff.). In addition, Tonson published a six-volume edition of the works
of Spenser (1715) at a time when that poet was held in low regard, and from 1709 to 1712
turned out collected editions of Denham, Suckling, Cowley, Congreve, Beaumont and
Fletcher, Waller, and Otway, wishing “to persuade English readers,” argues Lynch, “that
their own literary heritage was as valuable to them as the masterpieces of classical
antiquity” (141). Publishers were able to take the risk of publishing out-of-vogue writers in
part because they had begun to discover the power of advertising and could attempt to
create interest where none had been apparent. Fourth, having aroused public interest, say,
in histories or translations or occasional poems (or in particular genres, such as the heroic
drama, the prologue and the epilogue, or in particular forms, such as the heroic couplet),
they could perpetuate the public’s appetite (and of course their own profits) by discovering
and encouraging new talent to feed it, as Tonson “discovered” Prior, Congreve, and
Addison. Such practices certainly had the effect of expanding the scope of public writing,
the more so since Tonson and other publishers regularly solicited the public at large for
submissions for their miscellanies. Publishers in the early days of the modem book trade
were, therefore, far more than reliable alternatives to intermittent patronage; whatever their
motives, they provided a secure social forum for the authors they published, thereby
encouraging the rise of the professional poet—answerable to the public’s tastes and
attentions—and in the bargain accustomed that public and its government to the advantages

of a free press. Feather states the case nicely: “It was no longer assumed that the crown had
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sole rights over information, or that the crown or its representatives should involve

themselves in every sphere of economic life” (90).

2. The Advent of John
By April 1655 the twenty-five-year-old John Dryden, B.A., had ridden off from

Cambridge to London. The ostensible purpose of his journey was to take a position in the
Protectorate administration under his cousin Sir Gilbert Pickering, Cromwell's Lord
Chamberlain, and he seems to have ended up as a secretary of French and Latin, serving
under Milton and alongside Marvell. The young Dryden’s true object, however, was,
according to Dryden’s Cambridge contemporary Robert Creighton, to find “gayer
company, & set up for a Poet” (qtd. in Winn, 68). Dryden’s timing was fortuitous, for
himself and for public poetry. Although at the time he set out for London no one suspected
it, circumstances were already moving toward an alignment that would favor the emergence
of a new poetic mode and a new type of poet. The Civil Wars had put in motion the larger
forces that were to sustain the emergence of the public mode in the coming decades,
particularly the expansion of political involvement and comment (and thus political power)
throughout the ranks of society and a consequent shift from a semi-literate to a mostly liter-
ate culture, at least in the capital. These forces would gain momentum with the Restoration
Settlement, already imminent shortly after Cromwell’s death in 1658. The logistics of
reconciling King to Parliament and both to the People forced a reconstitution of the power
balance among the three, which in turn occasioned the rise of oppositional (party) politics
as well as of the professional political and bureaucratic classes. The continued expansion of
England as a colonial and commercial power and the rise of a monied class that was to rival
the political, economic, and social authority of the landed aristocracy only accelerated
acceptance of the fact that (whatever politicians and political theorists might argue) the

debate over administrative policy had its proper forum in the public sphere—if only for the
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very cynical motives of gaining popular endorsement for policies already in practice or
popular support for ambitious politicians who otherwise held “the people” in contempt.

The political and social controversies of the 1640’s and 1650’s also pointed toward
the future commercial footing of poetry. [ am willing to concede to Winn that at the exact
moment of the Restoration there was no “sustaining public” upon which professional poets
could depend (96); prospects were centered at Court, upon “gentlemen who amused
themselves by writing verses” (97). But certainly the enormous traffic in ballads and
newsbooks throughout the Civil Wars and Interregnum had demonstrated the potentially
extensive, lucrative market for enterprising writers and publishers. And in any case.
between his arrival in London and the loss of his position with the collapse of the
Protectorate, Dryden augmented his official salary by writing prefaces for Henry
Herringman (who would remain Dryden’s publisher until 1678), as well as occasional
poetry—Heroic Stanzas (1658), Astreea Redux (1660), and To His Sacred Majesty
(1661)—that in the case of the last poem sold well enough to be reprinted and translated
into French before the end of 1661. Winn himself argues that Dryden was motivated to
pursue his vocation because of his “belief that the Restoration would increase opportunities
for a professional man of letters” (118). As for literature itself, Winn points out that the
great disruption of the arts in England during the 1640’s and 1650’s left playwrights and
poets at the Restoration with the feeling that the continuity of English letters, especially
theatre, had been interrupted (136). Drama, after an absence of twenty years, had to be
made anew, though at first audiences would have to be satisfied with revivals of Jacobean
and Carolinian plays. Nondramatic poetry, too, required extensive recasting. “The Caroline
definitions of poetry as hazy mythic propaganda or brainteasing intellectual conceit,” Winn
says, as well as “effete Cavalier nostalgia” were moribund, no longer answering society’s
need for a “manly, urbane, public, persuasive” poetry, “drawing principally upon the real
world and aiming to affect moral and political decisions in that world” (74). As much as

anything, then, the growing opportunities for the professional poet and the widespread
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sense that poetry itself could and should be reordered set the stage for the emergence of
public poetry after the Restoration.

But the stage was only set; there was nothing inevitable about what was to unfold
once the curtain was raised upon the next two decades. At least from the vantage of
retrospect, public poetry needed something more than bare opportunity for it to take root
and become the dominant nondramatic mode of the next eighty years—an advocate,
perhaps, a forceful personage who could, to use the words of George Parfitt, impose his
“coercive vision” of a new role for poetry and the poet upon a society (143), or, less
dramatically, a figure about whom the swirl of larger social, political, economic, and
asthetic forces could cohere and take definite shape. The chance to play such a role does
not come in every age. World literature would have been immeasurably poorer, for
instance, had Shakespeare never existed, yet an Elizabethan and Stuart theatre comprising
Kyd, Marlowe, Dekker, Jonson, Webster, and Beaumont and Fletcher would still be one
of the wonders of English letters. But had there been no Dryden, the laurel for poetry after
1660, Milton and his great epics aside, would have been contested by Marvell and
Rochester; that for drama, by Behn, Etherege, and Shadwell. Whatever the merits of his
contemporaries, and they were by no means inconsiderable, without Dryden’s presence
English literature would have evolved far differently than it did, and its poetry, drama, and
criticism would have been left sickly indeed, their deficiencies manifest through the age of
Johnson—at least. Dryden did not possess the genius or facility of a Shakespeare; he had
to work hard to ‘make himself a playwright and poet. Nor did Dryden possess the
painstaking diligence of a Pope; Dr. Johnson characterizes him as a hasty writer whose
disinclination to bestir himself obliged him to make do with what inspiration and material
lay at hand (187; 229), and in any event his chronic financial worries did not often allow
him to Iabor lovingly over a poem until it was as perfect as he could make it. But if native
genius, a bent for meticulous composition and incessant revision, or the leisure that might

have favored either had not fallen to Dryden’s lot. talent and opportunity had. When
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Dryden rode into London in 1655 the playhouses were closed; when they opened in 1660,
dramatists who had been alive to witness the Armada had to serve as models for the
restored theatre. Nondramatic poetry lay largely within the purview of Denham, Waller,
and Cowley. Cowley was the leading remaining exponent of the Donne “school” of
conceit-ridden poetry that Denham and Waller, making “some advances towards nature and
harmony” (Johnson 231), had begun to overturn. Johnson observes further that “[Denham
and Waller] had shown that long discourses in rhyme grew more pleasing when they were
broken into couplets, and that verse consisted not only in the number but the arrangement
of syllables” (231). Nonetheless, by 1660 Waller and Denham’s best work was clearly
behind them. The way was thus clear for an ambitious young fellow to put his own stamp
on contemporary drama and poetry: by 1670 Dryden had established himself as the leading
playwright as well as the most considerable dramatic theorist of his day; by 1682 he had
made himself the greatest satirist of the age. He had also become a personage of immense
cultural authority, though an object of vilification as much as of veneration. But if Dryden
had made the most of his opportunity, one could say as well that opportunity made the
most of him, for the match between his circumstances, temperament, talents was a close
and fruitful one, allowing him to become an icon in his own time and a model for the next.

Johnson, seldom extravagant and never mercenary in his praise, says of him:

Perhaps no nation ever produced a writer that enriched his language with
such variety of models. To him we owe the improvement, perhaps the
completion of our metre, the refinement of our language and much of the
correctness of our sentiments. By him we were taught ‘sapere et fari,” to
think naturally and express forcibly. Though Davies has reasoned in rhyme
before him, it may perhaps be maintained that he was the first who joined
argument with poetry. . . . What was said of Rome, adorned by Augustus,
may be applied by an easy metaphor to English poetry embellished by
Dryden, ‘lateritiam invenit, marmoream reliquit.’ He found it brick, and he
left it marble (262).

However, just as the violins swell to bursting and the timpani roll forward to the

inevitable cymbal-clash, reality intrudes and we remember that here again nothing was
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inevitable; for Dryden as for public poetry itself, between opportunity and triumph lay
countless individual moments filled with the decisions and revisions that a moment might
have reversed. If, at the time of his death in 1700 Dryden was esteemed as rhe Great Man
of Letters and public poetry was firmly established as a dominant mode, it was because of
the many “decisions and revisions” Dryden had made between 1660 and 1680—Iess
figuratively, the many personal, poetic, and political battles he had fought and won during
that time. If, as [ argue, the emergence of public poetry in this period found its catalyst in
the presence and career of John Dryden himself, the rise of both mode and man depended
in large part upon the latter’s unseating of incumbent literary and cultural authorities and the
establishment of his own.

As Dryden embarked in earnest upon his literary career after the Restoration, the
most immediate and by far the most important impediment to his progress.was what might
be called the aristocratic prerogative over literature: literary culture still had its center at
Court, and gentleman-amateurs presided over both the theory (scant as it was) and practice
of drama and poetry. Winn points out the startling fact that during the 1660’s Dryden was
the only professional playwright at work: Shadwell’s first play did not appear until 1668;
Behn's first play debuted in 1670; Crowne and Settle’s, in 1671; and Ravenscroft’s, in
1672 (138). The other playwrights of the time, the Howard brothers (Sir Robert and Sir
Edward), Killigrew, Davenant, Etherege, Sir George Tuke, and the Earl of Orrery, were all
gentlemen who generally wrote for reputation rather than receipts, though as managers of
playhouses Killigrew and Davenant were certainly interested in turning a profit.
Nondramatic poetry, too, lacking the forceful public presence of a Ben Jonson, had during
the 1640’s and 1650’s fallen within the orbit of gentiemen amateurs whose successors,
whatever the experiments of Denham and Waller, were naturally the wits at the Restoration
Court, among them Dorset, Sedley, and Buckingham.

I am not arguing that Dryden set out with the design to displace aristocratic

authority over literature, but this certainly was what his literary activities helped to effect.
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Dryden’s talent and his sense of current tastes had as much as anything to do with this. His
poems on the death of Cromwell and on the restoration and coronation of Charles, for
instance, had shown him to be an occasional poet of considerable power; his The Rival
Ladies (1663), The Indian Queen (1664), and The Indian Emperor (1665), though not his
best work, had caught the Court’s attention and demonstrated the young playwright’s
popular promise. But apart from the fact of his own skill and success, Dryden’s career
served to undermine the preeminence of the gentleman-amateur in three ways. First,
Dryden uses the theatre itself as a forum in which to attack the tastes and morals of the
play-going patron classes, employing the direct address of his many prologues and
epilogues to undermine their claims to @®sthetic and social authority; second, Dryden—
again mainly in his prologues and epilogues—conflates the literary opinions he attributes to
his aristocratic opponents with largely discredited political positions, thereby making both
their public and poetic values seem dangerous and absurd; and third, Dryden isolates his
own patrons within a paradoxical “prison of praise,” making them estimable for their
support of professionals (such as himself)—but little else. Taking advantage of the
opportunities presented him by the theatre, Dryden was thus able to develop the fully and
directly public medium of the dramatic prologue and epilogue into a vehicle for the
refashioning of literary sensibilities as well as for commentary upon social and political
affairs; that is, he was able to use these poems to establish a cuitural “space” for public
poetry and the public poet, adding momentum not only to his own literary career but also to
the larger political and social forces (described above) already eroding the traditional
relationship between poet and patron and with it the ®sthetic dominance of the patron class

itself.

Dryden’s assault upon his audiences’ tastes, manners, and morais begins
innocuously enough in his early prologues and epilogues. Even if this choice of platform

had not been made necessary by Dryden’s lack of public stature at the outset of his career,
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it would have been entirely logical and appropriate, given the genre’s endless flexibility in
terms of form, content, and theme and its wholly public mode. Through the Prologue or
Epilogue, the poet speaks directly to his audience; his speakers look straight into their
faces, speak specifically to them. Since the days of Jonson the prologue and epilogue had
offered an occasion for the author to coax playgoers into applauding what was put before
them, or to banter them with bawdy innuendo or preémptive admonitions not to be too
critical. And here it is worth remembering that Restoration audiences were not what they
had been in Shakespeare’s day, comprised of groundlings in the pit and the gentlefolk in
the gallery and side boxes. Burner notes that seventeenth-century playgoers were a more
“socially cohesive” audience than Shakespeare’s had been (xi); the boxes were still
occupied by the fashionable and wealthy, says Allardyce Nicoll, but the pit was now the
place of “minor gentlemen and intellectuals,” the middle gallery, of would-be fashionable
“tradesmen and their wives” (81-82). In the upper galleries, farthest from the stage—and
farthest from the playwright’s direct address—crowded “a motley assemblage embracing
all ranks from servants to impecunious professionals” (82). Dryden does not, therefore,
address his critiques to the tastes of some rude, unlettered “rabble,” but to their social
betters, the gentries of trade and blood. It is worth noting here as well that Dryden would
soon emerge, as Wiley and others point out, as the period’s acknowledged master of the
prologue and epilogue (xxx), fashioning the precedents of Jonson, Cowley, Denham, and
others into a finished vehicle for trenchant &sthetic and social criticism. By the end of the
1670’s his prologues and epilogues had attained such a stature in the public estimation that
actors fought for the privilege to deliver them (Wiley xxxi-xxxv) and many of Dryden’s
fellow playwrights courted him for them. Even if such pieces had little or nothing to do
with the play itself, Dryden’s name was enough to recommend the work and its author.
Johnson observes, “His prologues had such reputation, that for some time a play was
considered as less likely to be well received, if some of his verses did not introduce it”

(201). Wiley quotes Charles Saunders’ preface to his play, Tamerlane the Grear (1681), in
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which the author actually boasts that his work had little chance of pleasing “untill it had
received some Rules for Correction from Mr. Dryden himself, who was also pleased to
Grace it with an Epilogue, to which it owes no small part of its success” (xxx). Dryden
was thus able to realize fully the potential of the prologue-epilogue form to fashion,
address, and retain an audience, in the process establishing himself as an authoritative
public persona.

Dryden’s first sally against his audience is, however, rather modest. In the epilogue
to The Wild Gallarnt (1663), he has the Epilogue distinguish between the tendentious critics
of the pit, for whom the author “has shown today / That which they only like, a wretched
play” (1l. 7-8), and his better judges, “true English gentlemen,” to whom “he these ladies
joins, / To judge that language their converse refines” (1l. 19-20). Dryden’s deference here
may perhaps be attributed to his naiveté as a young playwright and an ingenuous
idealization of his audience’s gentility. In future prologues and epilogues, however,
Dryden is far less deferential toward his audiences; indeed, his sparring becomes ever more
aggressive. [ am not sure, despite the recurrence and increasing virulence of these attacks,
that Dryden’s design is purposeful enough to properly constitute a strategy, but its effect is
to call into question the skill of his noble competitors and the discernment and tastes of his
polite audience, to separate both from their traditional pretense to critical sovereignty. In the
prologue to The Rival Ladies (1663), for example, he has his speaker declare that the
“reforming poets of our age™ (1. 7) have foisted upon audiences “habits, dances, scenes,
and rhymes; / High language often; aye, and sense, sometimes” (Il. 11-12). He is more
acerbic in his epilogue to The Indian Emperor (1664), a sequel to the Howard-Dryden
collaboration, The Indian Queen. Here Dryden scornfully enumerates both his critics—the
sons of Phoebus (i.e. would-be writers), “by whate’er title known, / Whether of court, of
coffee-house, or town” (1. 3-4)—and their dubious qualifications to render any critical
verdict. One of Dryden’s frequent assertions is that only those who write well themselves

may judge the efforts of others. Accordingly, those “whose confidence / Is plac’d in lofty
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sound, and humble sense” (Il. 5-6) or those “little infants of the time, / Who write new
songs, and trust in tune and rhyme” (L. 7-8) are ill-credentialled to pronounce upon the
productions of true dramatists (i.e. Dryden himself). What critical liberties Dryden allows
them are so meagre as tc be damning indeed: the sonnetter may only judge of “song or
dance” (1. 14); the writer of burlesque, “all dogg'rel rhyme” (1. 16); the coffeehouse wit, no
poetry at all, though he may “damn the Dutch” (1. 20): “For the great dons of wit— /
Phoebus gives them full privilege alone, / To damn all others, and cry up their own” (1l
21-23). However tongue-in-cheek these last lines may be, the timing of this epilogue gives
them a quite unironic significance, coming as it does at the moment when Dryden began to
remove himself from the influence of his friend, brother-in-law, collaborator, and patron
Sir Robert Howard. The Indian Emperor, Winn notes, was “written as Dryden broke free
from his dependence on Howard” and had begun to establish his own literary principles
(153). This epilogue, therefore, while not attacking Howard explicitly or even obliquely—
though Dryden may have written it with Howard’s Poems (1660) and his contributions to
their collaborations in mind—nevertheless aggressively distinguishes between the “great
dons of wit” and those amateurs who now and then offer up a feeble, ephemeral effort.3
Dryden renews his attack on untalented amateurs in the epilogue to his recasting of
Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida (1678), differentiating true poets from those “to whom
the stage does not belong, / Such whose vocation is only to song; / At most to prologue,
when, for want of time, / Poets take in for journey work in rhyme” (1l. 15-18). When we
recall Wiley's observation that gallants, falling in with literary fashion, took to composing

prologues and epilogues in order to pass for wits, we gain a clear notion of Dryden’s

3 Four years later, however, Dryden would scald Howard in his “A Defence of An Essay of Dramatic
Poesy” (1668), an answer to Howard's attack upon Dryden and Dryden's championing of rhymed drama.
In his “Defence,” Dryden sneers at Howard’s “reputation of understanding all things™ (111), and
mercilessly ridicules the flaccidity of Howard's prose and critical principles, puncturing the amateur’s
presumption to pronounce upon literary matters.
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targets in these lines—though here Dryden has the would-be poets farming out the work to
hack-writers, thus denying them even the paltry triumph of a well-turned prologue.

Such pronouncements on stage only reinforce Dryden’s prose assaults upon the
poetic efforts of the gentleman-amateur. In one of his earliest critical pieces, a 1664 letter to
Roger Boyle, Earl of Orrery (one of the first proponents of the heroic drama Dryden was
shortly to make fashionable) prefacing the first edition of 7he Rival Ladies, Dryden claims
that Orrery’s “excellent poems” have given the lie to the critics who have proclaimed it “a
crime for 2 man of business? to write so well” (3). This is an odd defense of the earl’s
poetry, for Dryden seems to assume, with Orrery’s curiously unnamed critics, that it is
indeed unusual to find talent and nobility happily conjoined; phrased as it is, it implies that
Orrery is the exception that proves the rule, turning his praise for the man into a slight upon
the class. But if Dryden has true esteem for Orrery, he takes less care to spare other
aristocrats from his ridicule. In an address to Sir Charles Sedley prefacing his play, The
Assignation, or Love in a Nunnery (acted, late 1672; published, 1673), Dryden defends
Sedley, himself a gentleman-amateur poet, from “the ignorant and ridiculous descriptions
which some pedants have given of the [Court] Wits” (186). It is not true, Dryden says, that
these wits are guilty of the “lewdness, atheism, folly, ill-reasoning, and all manner of
extravagances” (186) with which they are charged. In 1673, however, such an assertion
would have been absurd, for the antics of Rochester and his circle were already becoming
notorious and noxious to London society. Once again speaking in the voice of his
ostensible opponents, Dryden (already at odds with Buckingham and Howard and
increasingly frustrated in his attempts to court Rochester as a patron) here deftly applies the
labels the “pedants™ have been too clumsy to make stick. But he goes further: “The wits
they describe are the fops we banish: for blasphemy and atheism, if they were neither sin

4  That is, 2 gentleman with an administrational appointment. Under Charles II, Orrery held a military
appointment in freland.
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nor ill manners, are subjects so very common, and worn so threadbare, that people who
have sense avoid them, for fear of being suspected to have none” (187). This is a subtle
twist of the knife indeed, for though it seems only to make a disinterested distinction
between true wits and fops, the fops just happen to be guilty of the very things of which
the Courtly Wits (Sedley among them) stood accused. The true wit, on the other hand,
shuns such antics, not so much because they are sinful and ill-mannered, but because they
expose a lack of invention, a juvenile boorishness at the heart of their practitioners’
sensibilities—a damning accusation to level at a group priding itself on the exclusive
refinement and sophistication of its taste. Dryden’s most explicit denouncement, however,
comes in the preface to All For Love (1678): “We who write, if we want the talent, yet
have the excuse that we do it for a poor subsistence; but what can be urged in their defence
who, not having the vocation of poverty to scribble, out of mere wantonness take pains to
make themselves ridiculous?” (226). It is true, Dryden says, that Roman tyrants
“proclaimed themselves poets by sound of trumpet; and poets they were, upon pain of
death to any man who durst call them otherwise,” but “{i]n the meantime the true poets
were they who made the best markets” (227), that is, who put their poetry and not merely
their rank before the public eye and had their efforts vindicated by general acclamation.
Poetry, Dryden insists, is rightly the province of the professionals for whom it provides “a
poor subsistence,” for these have the greatest incentive and likelihood to perfect the
principles and practices of their craft. “Dulness,” Dryden says in the prologue to Troilus
and Cressida (1668), “might thrive in any trade but this [poetry]” (1. 23):

Dulness, that in a playhouse meets disgrace,

Might meet with reverence in its proper place.

The fulsome clench [pun], that nauseates the town,
Would from a judge or alderman go down,

Such virtue is there in a robe or gown!

And that insipid stuff which here you hate,

Might somewhere else be call’d a grave debate;
Dulness is decent in the Church and State (11. 25-32).
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In these few lines, Dryden both separates amateurs from professionals (imposing
humiliatingly low standards upon the wit of the former), and casts doubt upon even the
administrative competence of the ruling classes. For the most part, however, Dryden
devotes his energies in his prologues and epilogues to belaboring his audience with his
sense of its deficiencies. In “A Defence of An Essay of Dramatic Poesy” Dryden confesses
that “my chief endeavors are to the delight the age in which I live” (116): “[t]o please the
people ought to be the poet’s aim, because plays are made for their delight” (120). The
audience, from whom true poets make their markets, seems for Dryden to have the final
say about what will or will not pass upon the stage. Far from forfeiting his authorial or
critical prerogative, however, Dryden adds that “it does not follow that they [the people] are
always pleased with good plays, or that the plays which please them are always good”
(120). In fact, we find (not surprisingly) that playgoers’ ®sthetic sense is dreadful, and is
ultimately responsible for the dullness and empty extravagance that have lately taken
possession of the stage. Thus Dryden declares in the prologue to The Rival Ladies his
audience has only itself to blame for the subordination of substance to mere style in the play
they are about to see: “Such deep intrigues you’re welcome to this day: / But blame
yourselves, not him who wrote the play; / Tho’ his plot’s dull, as can be well desir’d / Wit
stiff as any you have e’er admired: / He’s bound to please, not to write well” (1. 17-21).
One infers from Dryden’s “Defence” that dramatic acumen may be nurtured, but his
prologues and epilogues make clear that polite taste must first be chastised, made to doubt
itself so that the professional poet might prescribe as he pleases. Aside from the fact that
Dryden himself wrote comedies and farces to “delight the age,” the great irony of the
prescriptions he delivers from the stage is that they are almost wholly negative, leaving the
audience to infer “proper” dramatic values from the catalogue of theatrical prohibitions put
before it. This gives the authoritative advantage to the playwright: though Dryden eagerly
put his literary principles before the public eye in treatises such as An Essay of Dramatic
Poesy (1667) and A Discourse Upon Satire (1692) and in prefaces to his published plays.
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his playhouse prescriptions afford no opportunity for contradiction, and, by forcing his
auditors to deduce the unstated characteristics of good drama, he teases them into
formulating notions sympathetic to his own even as he withholds the particulars that
underpin his presumed authority as a professional. For the time being, then, the audience
has no choice but to accept the dramatist’s word for what is properly to be applauded or
scorned.

Instances from the 1660’s and 1670’s of Dryden’s scom for the faddishness of
Restoration audiences might be supplied almost endlessly, so a few major examples must
here suffice. In the epilogue to the revived Wild Gallant (1667), Dryden’s speaker declares
that “our dull poet” (1. 37) would gladly offer them better fare, “Would you but change, for
serious plot and verse, / This motley garniture of fool and farce” (1l. 41-42), as “tradesmen,
by the change of fashions, lose, / With some content, their fripperies of France, / In hope it
may their staple trade advance” (11. 46-48). If the failure of the present farce—apparently
revived, despite its early failure, to appease current tastes—means the survival of “serious
plot and verse,” then so be it, for such a trade off would, Dryden presumes, indicate that
the survival of serious drama, his “staple trade,” would be ensured. That his hopes have
been disappointed is made clear in subsequent prologues and epilogues, in which he taxes
his audience with its supposedly inordinate delight in gimmicks, visual stimulation, farcical
nonsense, and the cheap exoticism of foreign troupes. Enchanted with the show before
them, they seem to give no thought to thematic substance so long as their immediate
appetites are indulged. And how easily those appetites are sated: In delivering the prologue
to the first part of The Conquest of Granada (1670), Nell Gwyn appears on stage “in a
broad-brimm’d hat, and waistbelt™ (stage direction) and proceeds to rail against the rival
Duke's Company for its recent practice of designing plays around costumes: “‘I'll write a
play,’ says one, ‘for I have got / A broad-brimm’d hat, and waist-belt tow’rds a plot’” (1l
9-10). A second playwright replies that he has a larger one: “Thus they out-write each other

with a hat,” until at last the brims “cover’d all the wit” (I. 14): “Hat was the play; 'twas
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language, wit, and tale: / Like them that find meat, drink, and cloth in ale” (ll. 15-16).
Gwyn then shifts the target of “her” critique from the Duke's Company to the spectators
themselves and their fascination with theatrical gewgaws. “They [the dramatists of the
Duke’s Company] thought you lik’d, what only you forgave; / And brought you more dull
sense, dull sense much worse / Than brisk gay nonsense” (1l. 24-26), she declares, adding,
“They bring old ir’n and glass upon the stage, / To barter with the Indians of our age™ (11
27-28).

Like the “Indians of our age,” enchanted by the glitter of the worthless baubles
foisted upon them by European traders and colonizers, the audience accepts as valuable the
fashionable gimmicks that hold the stage to the detriment of “serious plot and verse.” It is
true that worth is subjective, both individually and culturally—a mere bauble to one might
be priceless to another; still, one wonders if the critical and ethical faculties of a society can
long sustain themselves upon the exhibition of large hats—or upon songs, dances, special
effects, and scenery. In the prologue delivered at the 1673 Oxford performance of Jonson’s
The Silent Woman, Dryden assures his academic audience (with questionable sincerity3)
that their judgement is as sound as that of those ancient Athenian judges who awarded
prizes at the “annual rites of Pallas” (1. 3): “Here they, who long have known the useful
stage, / Come to be taught themselves to teach the age” (1. 10-11). The situation, he tells
them, is far otherwise in London:

There haught dunces, whose unlearned pen

Could ne’er spell grammar, would be reading men.

Such build their poems the Lucretian way;

So many huddled atoms make a play . ..

To such a fame let mere town-wits aspire,

And their gay nonsense their own cits admire (11. 30-33; 36-37).

5 Both Winn and George Noyes point out that in a 1673 letter to the Earl of Rochester Dryden says of
this prologue, “I have sent your lordship a prologue and epilogue which I made for our players, when
they went down to Oxford. I hear they have succeeded; and by the event your lordship will judge how
easy 'tis to pass any thing upon an university, and how gross flattery the learned will endure” (Winn
252).
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These atoms of “gay nonsense,” Dryden explains in the accompanying epilogue, include
the French troupe of “hot Monsieurs™ (1. 7) that has “left their itch of novelty behind” (1.
10), and the “Italian merry-andrews” (. 11) who succeeded them: “Instead of wit and
humors, your [the audience’s] delight / Was there to see two hobby-horses fight”; “For
love you heard how amorous asses bray’d / And cats in gutters gave their serenade” (1l. 13-
14; 17-18). “Nature,” the Epilogue declares, now swelling with indignation, has been “put
out of countenance, and each day / Some new-born monster shewn you for a play” (19-
20). But contemporary audiences have been particularly enchanted (as they are in our own
day) by “those wicked engines call’d machines” (1. 22)—that is, by special effects, which
replace dramatic skill with technical tricks: “Thunder and lightning now for wit are play’d.
/. . . Fletcher’s despis’d, your Jonson out of fashion, / And wit the only drug® in all the
nation” (1. 23; 31-32). The attack on the mania for playhouse gauderies continues in the
prologue delivered at the 1674 opening of the King's Company’s new playhouse in Drury
Lane. If in a prologue delivered in 1672, just after the company’s first theatre had burned to
the ground, Dryden’s tone had been hopeful—“But as our new-built city rises higher, / So
from old theatres may new aspire, / Since Fate contrives magnificence by fire” (1. 20~
22)—he is now far less sanguine: “’Twere folly now a stately pile to raise, / To build a
playhouse while you throw down plays, / Whilst scenes, machines, and empty operas
reign, / And for the pencil you the pen disdain” (ll. 34-7). He concludes this piece with a
gloomy prediction: “'Tis to be feared— / That as a fire the former house o’erthrew, /
Machines and tempests will destroy the new” (1. 51-53). True wit died, Dryden says in the
prologue to his comedy, The Kind Keeper (1678), “When sense in dog’rel rhymes and
clouds was lost, / And dulness flourish’d at the actor’s cost. / Nor stopp’d it here; when
tragedy was done, / Satire and humor the same fate have run, / And comedy is sunk to trick

and pun” (1. 3-7).

6 As used here, “a thing without worth or value,” according to Johnson's Dictionary.
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It must be noted that Dryden is not quite the disinterested upholder of standards he
would be taken for. Peter Holland observes that though the King’s Company (the one for
which Dryden wrote) had the better repertoire and the better actors, the rival Duke’s
Company had the better playhouse of the two, and the better scenery and technical expertise
as well (434ff). The Duke’s Company was thus better able to put on the farces, operas, and
spectacles for which its director, Sir William Davenant, was able to fashion a popular
appetite. Initially at a disadvantage, Davenant’s company soon was the stronger of the two
licensed theatres. Certainly, therefore, professional competition partly accounts for
Dryden'’s attack on the bedeviling novelties that his own company was slow to adopt and
profit by. In his autobiography, An Apology for the Life of Colly Cibber, Comedian
(1740), Cibber (1671-1757) gives a brief history of the Restoration stage, commenting,
“This sensual supply of sight and sound, coming in to the assistance of the weaker party, it
was no wonder they should grow too hard for sense and simple nature, when it is
consider’d how many more people there are that can see and hear than think and judge”
(54). It would be easy to ascribe Dryden’s hostility toward Davenant’s innovations to mere
self-interest—or to mere peevishness. In the prologue given at a King's Company
performance at Oxford in 1674, Dryden declares, “Poets must stoop, when they would
please our pit, / Debas’d even to the level of their wit; / Disdaining that which yet they
know will take, / Hating themselves what their applause must make” (Il 32-5). It is
difficult not to take these despairing lines as a statement of personal disillusionment;
however, at first glance it would seem that Dryden’s successful career as a playwright,
poet, and critic belies his bitterness. By 1674 Dryden had been made Poet Laureate (1667)
and Historiographer Royal (1670); his plays were well attended and sold well once they
were printed: so profitable were the successive reprints of Dryden’s works for Henry
Herringman, his publisher during the 1670’s, that they helped to establish what Feather
calls “a new kind of publishing, in which the publisher was seeking out works which
would be fashionably successful, but would also, he hoped, have a long-term existence”
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(57). Put another way, Dryden was being groomed as one of the living greats of English
drama. If this was a publisher’s cynical attempt to increase sales, it was hardly necessary:
Dryden’s stature was such that he could usually command the attention and esteem of his
audiences. That he did not leave off chastising their follies during the 1660’s and 1670’s
might seem therefore the product of self-pity, affectation, or perversity.

That is, until we remember that for Dryden ®sthetic decadence had more than
literary consequences; it betokened larger intellectual, social, moral, and even political
deficiencies. Cibber inadvertently hints at what these may be when he observes that

Davenant’s recourse to stage-gimmicks ultimately—and ironically—backfired on him:

Taste and fashion, with us, have always had wings, and fly from one
publick spectacle to another so wantonly, that I have been inform’d, by those
who remember it, that a famous puppet-shew in Salisbury Change . . . so far
distrest [the theatrical companies] that they were reduced to petition the king
for relief against it (54).

Having eroded the taste of playgoers, Davenant’s company had to face the consequences of
a public predisposed to enjoy only the gaudy and trivial. In nearly every discipline, the
decline of ®sthetic expectations leads almost inevitably to the loss of standards. For an age
that ostensibly believed that poetry could inculcate a love of virtue and an abhorrence of
vice in its audience, the subordination of well-crafted, “serious plot and verse” to the easy
and intellectually empty pleasures derived from broad-brimmed hats, thunder-machines,
dazzling scenery, and puppet shows indicates a loss or forfeiture of critical sophistication.
It would perhaps be unfair to expect anything else but critical ignorance in the greater public
following a twenty-year absence of drama from the stage. In his overview of Samuel
Pepys’ dramatic sensibilities, Richard Luckett makes clear that even for such an intelligent,
reflective fellow as Pepys, sureness of dramatic judgement was a “random phenomenon”
(341); for him as for his contemporaries, dramatic principles were amorphous, almost
situational: “[M]any of his waverings of opinion come directly out of the conflict between a

theoretical notion of what the drama ought to be, and a lively appreciation of what it was”
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(340). Like his fellows, Pepys often judged with his senses rather than his mind. Most
playgoers, however, were entirely unaware “of what the drama ought to be.” Certainly
Dryden did not count upon such awareness: in his preface to Secrer Love (1668), for
instance, he observes of the dramatic unities that they comprise “a beauty which our
common audiences do not easily discern” (105). But this ignorance cannot be redressed so
long as its appetites are unconditionally appeased. Left unchallenged, those appetites will
soon replace higher standards, and those who might be expected to know better will cease
to sense that anything is amiss, that they might ask for something better.

Dryden continually reminds his audiences of their extreme vulnerability to literary
impostures and impostors. In his prologue to The Indian Emperor (1664), he tells his
audience to suspend its sharp scrutiny of the play, “For 'tis your business to be cozen’'d
here” (1. 17). This line recurs at least twice more in these ancillary pieces (and the theme,
innumerably), with a range of connotations. Here, Dryden is simply asserting his
prescriptive authority at the expense of “these wretched spies of wit” (1. 18): they have no
choice but to be “cozened™—that is, accept Dryden’s word that his play suffers only from
“light faults” (1. 14)—because they lack the critical principles to arrive at a right judgement
of what is set before them. Not much is at stake here, and even when, as we have seen,
Dryden refers to his audience as “the Indians of our age,” their uninformed appetites
cheated and debased by the sharpers of the stage, the significance of their being deceived is
apparently confined to the playhouse. The importance of other cozenings, however, clearly
resonates far beyond the world of the theatre. In the prologue he provided for the 1668
revival of Thomas Tomkis' Albumazar (1668), Dryden begins by praising Jonson as “the
best” of those who wrote in the previous age, not least because even when working with
another’s material, “Ben made nobly his what he did mold; / What was another’s lead
becomes his gold” (Il. 11-12). By contrast, “this our age such authors does afford, / As
make whole plays, and yet scarce write one word; / Who, in this anarchy of wit, rob all, /

And what’s their plunder, their possession call (1l. 15-18). Winn notes that this lengthy
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attack on plagiarism (1. 15-40) was brought about by Howard’s publishing as his own a
play (The Duke of Lerma) that was the work of another author, the late John Ford, and had
been partly revised by Dryden himself (190). Apart from the implications for the by-now
rapidly disintegrating relationship between Dryden the professional and Howard the
gentleman-amateur, what is most suggestive in this passage is the phrase “anarchy of wit.”
It would have been a loaded one in 1668, “anarchy” bringing to mind the political and
social confusion of the Civil War and Commonwealth, and, when linked to the next line,
“their plunder, their possession call,” the theologically suspect Hobbes’s notion of the state
of nature, in which all have right to all. This conflation of literary with political antagonism
foreshadows Dryden’s later attacks on his opponents; in its present context, however, it
allows Dryden to shift the focus from plagiarists to the audience itself: “But, gentleman,
you're all concern’d in this; / You are in fault for what they do amiss: / For they their thefts
still undiscover’d think, / And durst not steal, unless you please to wink” (ll. 41-44).
Dryden’s “gentlemen” are “all concern’d in this” because in the theatre as in the “real”
world there is a proprietary order that must be observed: should gentlemen, at least the
nominal keepers of that order, “wink” at literary theft, they undermine the capacity of the
law to protect their own property. More figuratively, by allowing themselves to be put
upon by literary frauds these gentlemen of the playhouse demonstrate that they have
likewise effectively forfeited their prerogative to decide matters of literary merit and
propriety. That prerogative should derive from learning and sound judgement; when those
who enjoy its authority lack these qualities, the rules of art break down and nonsense
reigns.

Of course, the audience might find itself cozened to its advantage—much as a child
may be tricked into taking medicine it would otherwise reject. For instance, Dryden casts
his play, The Conquest of Granada, Part II (1672), as a vizarded woman. It was
understood in Dryden’s day that masked women at the playhouse were either courtesans or

women of fashionable society looking for sexual adventure. Whether courtesan or
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countess, their masks lent them an air of mystery that almost obliged self-styled gallants to
pay them their court. Analogously, this, the concluding half of Dryden’s most famous
heroic play, is the mask that forces those failed-wits-turned-critics to forego damning the
entire work out of hand, as they otherwise would, and instead now play the fawning suitor
and “[bear] up to th’ prize, and [view] each limb, / To know her by her rigging and her
trim” (1. 17-18):

And as those vizard-masks maintain that fashion,

To soothe and tickle sweet imagination;

So our dull poet keeps you on with masking,

To make you think there’s something worth your asking (1l. 25-28).

But the playwright, says the Prologue, will have the last laugh: by the time the playhouse
wits discover that the play, a serious drama, does not dissolve into bawdy farce, it will be
too late to deny its worth, even though “that which does now delight you / Will prove a
dowdy, with a face to fright you™ (1L. 29-30). Dryden calls attention to another bit of sexual
cozening in the epilogue to The Assignation or, Love in a Nunnery (1672). Dryden has his
speaker remark that those coming to see a vile anti-Catholic lampoon instead of a legitimate
comedy with serious psychological and political themes will no doubt leave disappointed:
“Our poet should in some close cell have shown / Some sister, playing at content alone. /
This they [the Protestant “zealots” (1. 3)] did hope; the other side {the Catholics] did fear; /
And both you see alike are cozen’d here” (11. 10-13).

Such authorial cozenings obliquely reinforce Dryden’s overt point that the audience
has no reliable critical faculties, and therefore must leave the determination and maintenance
of poetic principles to those who do, professionals like himself. In the cases of The
Congquest of Granada, Part Il and The Assignation, Dryden insinuates that his audiences’
judgement is only as lively as its libido—and as narrowly self-interested. If in these
instances their appetites have made them susceptible to being beneficially cozened, they are
far more likely to mislead and debilitate, as Dryden makes clear in the epilogue given before

the King and Queen at the first performance of the now-united King’s and Duke’s
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companies (1682). Again using the image of a vizarded woman in “the mid gallery” (1. 12)
attracting “the flutt’ring sparks” (L. 13), Dryden this time warns that the attainment of their
object will give the sparks short pleasure, but lasting pain: “Fine love no doubt, but e'er
two days are o’er ye, / The surgeon will be told a woful story. / Let vizard-mask her naked
face expose, / On pain of being thought to want a nose” (. 17-20). Only the all-seeing
playwright, it seems, can tell which masks hide the dowdy faces of sound bodies and
which, the syphilis-ravaged visages of the diseased and depraved.

The painted face, the painted set—both may entice even as they corrupt. But aside
from this analogy, Dryden achieves two things with his use of sexual innuendo and
imagery by way of open acknowledgement of what Winn calls “an increasing fascination
with sex in the theatre™ (183). On one level, he establishes the ethical consequences of
deficient sthetic values: such a deficiency constitutes for Dryden no mere peccadillo, but
is symptomatic of moral blindness and of a decayed national character—especially among
the patron classes. Dryden, notoriously “aware of his audience™ (Winn [92). was not
above dispensing the risqué banter it wanted in his prologues and epilogues and in bawdy
scenes in the plays themselves. However, granting that such fare would have made good
business sense, I would counter that Dryden, solidly middle class himself, in fact uses
such banter in his prologues and epilogues to turn his audiences’ appetites against them, to
call into question—as his middle-class counterparts in trade, Church, and government were
beginning to do—the moral soundness of the aristocracy and Court. For Dryden is always
careful to draw attention to the fact that he is simply accommodating his audiences’ tastes,
implying that they are in no way his own; and over time it becomes clear that he identifies
sexual irregularity, immoderate carnal appetites, and boorish behavior almost exclusively
with the theatre’s gentle patrons.

In his prologue to Secrer Love (1667), for example, he tells his auditors, “A civil
prologue is approv’d by no man; / You hate it as you do a civil woman” (1l. 37-38); the

audience needs its fancy “quicken’d” (1. 40), “Just as old sinners, worn from their delight,
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/ Give money to be whipp’d to appetite” (1l. 41-42). At one stroke he assumes and justifies
his aggressive posture toward the assembled playgoers, claiming to give them what any
sophisticated roué would crave: stimulating abuse. The progress from “raw squire” to rake
to roué Dryden traces in the opening lines of the prologue for the revival of The Wild
Gallant (1667). Here an archetypical “raw squire” graduates from furtive masturbation—
“(Pleas’d with some sport, which he alone does find, / And thinks a secret to all
humankind)” (1. 3-4)—to the easy seduction of “the gentle dairy-maid” (1. 6), to “the
renown / of Whetstone's Park™ (1. 7-8) (i.e., its prostitutes), and so on to other acts of
destructive self-indulgence upon his arrival in London: “He grows to break glass windows
in the end: / His valor too, which with the watch began, / Proceeds to duel, and he kills his
man” (1l. 10-12). It is the influence of such rakes, the Prologue says, that has corrupted
“our unfletch’d author” (L. 14), though he might yet still be too virtuous to please the town.
Winn says that this prologue “ultimately reflects upon the attitudes and actions of such
courtiers as Buckingham, who had been conducting an adulterous affair with the Duchess
of Shrewsbury for several years, and would soon kill her husband in a duel” (184).
Dryden could not see so far into the future, but he and his audience would have been well
aware of the noblemen—Rochester among them—comprising what Vieth refers to as “the
notorious group of young blades known as the ‘Ballers’” (xxiii-xxiv), whose whoring,
duelling, and vandalism had made them odious to City and Court alike. Dryden’s prologue
to Thomas Southerne’s The Disappointment (1684) is another “squire’s progress” piece. In
this poem the young lad, whose “sucking bottles were well stor’d with brandy” (1. 27), and
whose years at school have taught him little more than the “Latin names” (1. 33) for “certain
parts of man and woman” (1. 32), comes to town, learns “the virtues of the high dice, and
the low” (1. 38), and allows his sexual promiscuity to lead him to marry a broken-down
actress, her portion “a twillet, dressing box, and half a crown” (1. 50): “He hires some
homely room, love’s fruits to gather, / And garret-high rebels against his father” (1l. 46-

47). The rebel at last receives his inheritance, only to run through it playing the fine

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



153

gentleman: “But while abroad so liberal the dolt is, / Poor spouse at home as ragged as a
colt is™ (1l. 54-55). Predictably, self-indulgence leads at length to self-consumption. And it
was recognized in Dryden’s day that such self-destruction was far from a merely personal
affair. J.R. Jones notes that, at least among the minor gentry, the wastrel squire was fast
becoming a hated symbol of the bleeding of England’s material and moral substance; to
them, he was to the traditional social order what London was to the nation as a whole: a
cancer, a parasite draining away vitality and virtue while “corrupting all classes by the
peculiar temptations of metropolitan life” (75-77). The most reviled of these “peculiar
temptations” is specifically ascribed to young play-going dandies in a suppressed epilogue
to Lee and Dryden’s already controversial The Duke of Guise (1682). The female speaker
delivering this piece declares that London’s gallants have taken to railing at women instead
of courting them for lovers:

Nay, and I fear they worse designs advance;

There’s a damn’d love-trick new brought o’er from France.
We charm in vain, and dress, and keep a pother,

While these false rogues are ogling one another.

All sins beside admit some expiation,

But this against our sex is plain damnation (1l. 23-28).

Dryden is not suggesting that social rank inevitably corrupts, let alone that an
undeveloped @sthetic sense is the first step toward real viciousness—though in pieces such
as the prologue to An Evening’s Love (1668) he associates sexual promiscuity with a lack
of fidelity to proper dramatic values: “Each writing Monsieur is a fresh gallant” (1. 12). He
is no Roundhead railing against the sinfulness of the theatre or the depravity and parasitism
of the aristocracy.” But when he taxes his audiences with want of discernment or
immoderate appetites for novelty and sexual innuendo, the likely consequences for a

society that cannot distinguish merit from nonsense or the substantial from the spurious

7 In fact, when the playhouse of the King’s Company burned down in 1672, Dryden's next prologue
labels those who attributed the fire to God's anger as “blind unmanner'd zealots™ (1. 17).
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even in the playhouse are not far from his mind. Eyes that are pleased with “all naked
beauties but a play,”® stomachs that “with long disease oppress’d, / Cannot the cordials of
strong wit digest,” cannot be trusted to separate truth from falsehood in the greater chaos
of the larger world. “Tell me, you powers,” Dryden’s speaker apostrophizes in the
prologue to John Banks’s The Unhappy Favorite (1681), “why should vain man pursue, /
With endless toil, each object that is new, / And for seeming substance leave the true? /
Why should he quit for hopes his certain good, / And loathe the manna of his daily food?”
(ll. 13-17). The Prologue for the anti-Dutch Amboyna (1672) had declared, “Religion
wheedled you [the audience] to civil war, / Drew English blood, and Dutchmen’s now
would spare” (1l. 15-16); now, at the height of the Exclusion Crisis, when it seems that
Shaftesbury will likely beguile the nation into another civil war, supplanting the nation’s
loyalty to James, the rightful heir, with the affection aroused by the handsome and
charming Duke of Monmouth, the inability of the English to discem their proper good once
more stands forth, threatening to wreak a new Fall upon Charles II’s new-made “Eden” (1.
27): “What civil broils have cost we knew too well; / O let it be enough that once we fell, /
And every heart conspire with every tongue, / Still to have such a king, and this king long”
(1. 31-34).

Dryden’s likening of hierarchical social stability to wholesome “manna” in The
Unhappy Favorite prologue is such a near parallel to that of sound dramatic practice to
proper nourishment!0 in the prologue to The Loyal General, that his own inteilectual and

8  Epilogue to Aureng-Zebe (1675; 1. 16)

9 Prologue to Nahum Tate's The Loyal General (1680; Il. 22-23)

10 The full passage runs as follows:
They talk of fevers that infect the brains,
But nonsense is the new disease that reigns.
Weak stomachs, with a long disease oppress'd,
Cannot the cordials of strong wit digest.
Therefore thin nourishment of farce ye choose,
Decoctions of a barley-water Muse:
A meal of tragedy would make ye sick,
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rhetorical conflation of the political and poetic spheres and their values becomes clear.
However, though Dryden might have used such a conflation to hint at the public
consequences of the patron class’s lack of judgement and self-restraint, I am not at all sure
that he meant for the noblemen and -women in the playhouse to reform themselves
absolutely, any more than he meant for them to assimilate fully his principles for “serious
plot and verse.” A debauched aristocracy makes a reliable butt for the professional poet of
the middle-class. But I think that Dryden has something more cunning—and effectively
more baneful—in mind for his fashionable auditors. Johnson observes in his Life of
Dryden that in the poet’s day “the drama was very far from that universal approbation it
has now obtained. The playhouse was abhorred by the Puritans, and avoided by those who
desired the character of seriousness or decency. A grave lawyer would have debased his
dignity, and a young trader, would have impaired his credit, by appearing in those
mansions of dissolute licentiousness” (201). His opinion seems altogether in line with the
verdict of John Evelyn, Dryden’s contemporary, who in a diary entry for October 18,
1666, remarks that he seldom goes to the theatre, “for many reasons, now as they were

abused, to an atheisticall liberty, fowle and undecent”:

Women now (and never ’til now) permitted to appeare and act, which
inflaming severall young noble-men and gallants, became their whores, and
to some their Wives, wittnesse the Earle of Oxford, Sir R: Howard, Pr:
Rupert, the E: of Dorset, and another greater person than any of these,!!
who fell into their snares, to the reproch of their noble families, and ruine of
both body and Soule (216).

But after all Evelyn did occasionally go to the public playhouses, and seems to have

allowed his daughter Mary to attend the plays she wished to see. Moreover, as Holland

Unless it were a very tender chick.
Some scenes in sippets would be worth our time;
Those would go down; some love that’s poach’d in rhyme (1l. 20-29).

11 Evelyn no doubt refers to Charles IT himself, whose affair with the actress Nell Gwyn was an open
secret. In his Royal Mistresses (1990), Charies Carlton notes, “Before meeting the king, she had
numerous lovers, supposedly seducing the poet John Dryden. . . . Nell became mistress first to [the
actor] Charles Hart, and second to Charles, Lord Buckhurst {later the Earl of Dorset]—which prompted
ber to teasingly call the king ‘My Charles the Third’” (75).
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points out, not only were the solidly respectable middle classes regular playgoers (though
they preferred the spectacles of Davenant’s company to the more intellectually demanding
fare at the King’s Company), but women frequently attended plays with their husbands,
and, if the example of the Pepyses is representative, often attended plays alone (443-444).
Though not as morally fastidious as his friend Evelyn, Samuel Pepys was a government
official with a reputation to consider; yet, Holland observes, “At no time does Pepys give
even the slightest hint that the theatre was a dangerously immoral place for his wife to
attend. His own scruples over the frequency of his visits to the theatre arose from his fear
of wasting money and of neglecting work. More than once he expresses fear of being seen
at the theatre in wartime” (444). [ have no intention of attempting to resolve these opposing
portrayals of the Restoration stage; rather, I would suggest that when we consider the
insistence with which Dryden suggests to his audience that it is sexually obsessed, ill-
mannered, violent, and crudely outspoken, it seems likely that he not only seeks to effect
an almost reflexive association between the patron classes and moral profligacy in the
public mind, but also uses the ambiguous reputation of the theatre to cozen his polite
auditors into accepting an identity that will undermine their cultural and critical credibility.
In short, Dryden’s prologues and epilogues help to make fashionable a well-recognized
role that has no claim upon literary authority.

Dryden is not the only popular writer in this period to associate moral dissolution
specifically with the upper classes. Samuel Butler, whose Hudibras (1662, 1663, and
1677), says Winn, was Charles II's favorite book (126), in his Characters (composed
1667-1669; published 1759) portrays several social types that might have been drawn from
the occupants of the King's Company’s pits and galleries, among them “A Duke of
Bucks,” “A Degenerate Noble,” “A Huffing Courtier,” “A Squire of Dames,” “A City
Wit,” “A Court Wit,” and “A Dueller.” John Bunyan, as a Puritan Dryden’s temperamental

and ideological opposite, includes in The Pilgrim’s Progress a description of Vanity Fair
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that seems to draw directly upon popular perceptions of the Restoration Court and its
proclivities:
Therefore at this fair are all such merchandise sold, as houses, lands,
trades, places, honours, preferments, titles, countries, kingdoms, lusts,
pleasures, and delights of all sorts, as whores, bawds, wives, husbands,
children, masters, servants, lives, blood, bodies, souls, silver, gold, pearls,
precious stones, and what not. And moreover, at this fair there is at all times

to be seen jugglings, cheats, games, plays, fools, apes, knaves, and
rogues, and that of all sorts (84-85).

And with particular regard to prologues and epilogues, Wiley notes that the gallant-critic
had been an occasional object of satire at least since Jonson’s Cymthia’s Revels (1616),
adding, “After 1660 no less than fifty-six per cent. of the characterizations in prologues and
epilogues referred to the dress of the man of fashion, forty-two per cent. to his conduct”
(173). But if Dryden is very much in tune with his times in his association of dissolution
and rank, his portraiture is more detailed than Jonson’s, more fully reified than Bunyan's
allegorical renderings, and more precisely contextualized than Butler’s universal types.
Moreover, though he seldom neglects an opportunity to impute to his audiences an
unhealthy appetite for sexual titillation, his tone is generally more bantering than scornful,
making his indictments seem the result of envy or thwarted desire instead of disgust and
contempt, making his depictions of the boorish rake seem slightly more glorious than
grotesque. Winn observes of the seventeenth century that “The sexual activities of the
aristocracy were a subject of universal fascination” (125), for then, as now, two separate
standards of morality prevailed, one for the upper classes and one for the middling rank
and below. Among the fashionable and those who would be thought so, who would not
secretly bask in an enviable notoriety?

Thus (to add a few brief examples to those given above), when the actresses of
King’s Company put on a play at the Duke’s Company’s old playhouse in 1672, the
Prologue declares that the theatre is the ideal place for the rendezvous of sophisticated

lovers: “Here’s good accommodation in the pit; / The grave demurely in the midst may sit, /
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And so the hot Burgundian on either side / Ply vizard-mask, and o’er the benches stride”
(1. 11-14). The speaker observes further that gazing from the stage into the upper boxes,
“We, who look up, can your addresses mark, / And see the creatures coupled in the ark”
(1. 20-21). Dryden goes still further in making illicit promiscuity seem chic in his prologue
to Marriage A la Mode (1672). Here the speaker promises that in addition to adopting ail
the fripperies of the rival theatre, the King’s Company will go them one better and turn the
playhouse into a brothel: “We'll follow the new mode which they begin, / And treat em
with a room, and couch within; / For that’s one way, howe’er the play fall short, / T’
oblige the town, the city, and the court” (1. 36-9). The prologue to All For Love or, The
World Well Lost (167T) entices the men in the audience to identify with the tragedy’s hero,
who is “somewhat lewd, but a well-meaning mind; / Weeps much, fights little, but is
wondrous kind. / In short, a pattern, and companion fit, / For all the [mistress-] keeping
Tonies of the pit” (1L 12-15). Buried in the seemingly flattering epithet “keeping Tonies” is
the fate of the “pattern” for all the gallants of the pit: ignoble death and lasting infamy. One
miscellaneous prologue, evidently written (c. 1681) for a first-time playwright, casts the
audience in a more specific and supposedly desirable role, likening the young author to a
blushing virgin awaiting what he hopes will be a gentle debauching: “E’er you deflow’r his
Muse, he hopes the pit / Will make some settlement upon his wit. / Promise him well,
before the play begin, / For he would fain be cozen’d into sin” (Il. 7-10). But he is meant
for the women as well as the men, for “To both he would contribute some delight, / A mere
poetical hermaphrodite” / . . . . With arms offensive and defensive too: / "Tis hard, he
thinks, if neither part will do™ (1L. 34-35; 37-38). Dryden repeats the virgin-poet analogy in
his epilogue to Thomas Southerne’s first play, a tragedy, The Loyal Brother (1682), and as
in the earlier prologue, seems to hint that the author’s favors (and figurative genitalia) are

exotically amphibious: “He’s neither yet a Whig nor Tory boy; / But, like a girl whom
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several would enjoy, / Begs leave to make the best of his own natural toy” (ll. 3-5).12
These hints at an ambiguous physique and sexuality seem designed to appeal to the jaded
sexual sophisticates of the belle monde, those for whom carnal adventure of the
Rochesterian sort has made the passion of domestic—or even heroic—love distastefully
bland. In his prologue to Lee's Mithridates (1678), Dryden notes that “no man dies for
love, but on the stage: / And ev’n those martyrs are but rare in plays; / A cursed sign of
how much true faith decays” (li. 5-7); instead, “rich cullies” (1. 20) and women who “fight,
like Swizzers, for their pay” (1. 25) have corrupted love itself into “sophisticated ware™ (1.
21), that is, prostitution. At the very least, love in polite society has been reduced to a game
of cold calculation. Noting “the custom among Restoration aristocrats of keeping a
mistress, which should perhaps be regarded as polygyny or concubinage rather than
adultery” (xxiii), Vieth recounts a contemporary anecdote that neatly demonstrates the
psychological, physical, and social consequences of passionless, chess-match promiscuity.
The third Earl of Southesk, believing his wife Anne, daughter of the Duke of Hamilton and
“one of the most promiscuous women of the Restoration Court,” to be having an affair
with James, the heir presumptive, “took revenge by deliberately contracting a case of
venereal disease and passing it onto his wife, who then unknowingly infected the Duke”
(55n). Southesk’s revenge may have exceeded his most extravagant expectations: Maurice
Ashley suggests that James’s narrow-minded obstinacy as king might be attributable to “a
premature mental decline” resulting from “his excesses” (167).

But we need not conjure up images of a syphilis-maddened James II presiding over
the Bloody Assizes or skulking into exile to understand that for Dryden those who are dead

12 In his article, “The Discourse on Sex—or Sex as Discourse: Eighteenth-Century Medical and
Paramedical Erotica™ (1988), Peter Wagner notes that early in the following the century widespread
public interest in the sexually irreguiar—hermaphrodites, eunuchs, and homosexuals—allowed outright
quacks as well as medical men with an eye to profits and fame to publish shoals of semi-pomographic
treatises in the name of science. Dryden’s “poetical hermaphrodites™ might constitute an early
recognition of a fashionable but superficial curiosity that dared acknowledge itself only later under the
aegis of Enlightenment medicine.
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to everyday human feelings, who instead seek out the bizarre and deviant for their own
sakes, are lost to nature and to moral truth—and certainly cannot presume to prescribe for
the theatre, for they cannot be expected to recognize and advance the wholesome plainness
of poetry’s ethical imperative. Dryden declares in his “Defence” that “moral truth is the
mistress of the poet as much as of the philosopher: poesy must resemble natural truth, but it
must be ethical. Indeed, the poet dresses truth, and adorns nature, but does not alter them”
(120). The true poet does not put freaks of morality or nature on the stage, and the
discerning audience does not applaud them should they appear there. Thus Dryden
chastises his audiences for their “unnatural™ prurience, as well as for their taste for
hypertrophic fashions—*“But only fools, and they of vast estate, / Th’ extremity of modes
will imitate, / The dangling knee-fringe, and the bib-cravat!3—and their demand that
“fools out of the common road™!4 be made a staple of the stage. Though Dryden escapes
the charge of hypocrisy by dissociating himself absolutely from the appetites of his
playhouse patrons, he does entice them into adopting what he later reveals to be
indefensible judgements, attitudes, and behavior.

The following example reveals the technique in brief. Throughout the 1660’s and
1670’s Dryden’s prologues and epilogues attack the outlandishness and effeminacy of the
traipsing “Monsieurs,” the travelling French troupes that periodically diverted the crowds
from the King’s and Duke’s companies, encouraging their auditors to show themselves to
be hearty Britons by adopting the boisterousness and toughmindedness that purportedly
characterize their race. However, Dryden’s depictions of the hearty Briton almost always
end up emphasizing the boorishness among the gallants and dandies of the pits, though
these descriptions seem more bantering than damning, as if such behavior were de rigueur

for the would-be gentleman-playgoer; as if, together with sexual incontinence, such

13 Prologue delivered at the opening of the King's Company's new playhouse, March 26, 1674 (11. 25-27)

14 prologue to The Assignation (1672; 1. 23)
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behavior were merely part of the role of fashionable rake. Having thus conditioned his
audiences over the years to expect certain attitudes from him as well as a certain playhouse
comportment from themselves, Dryden suddenly “reverses polarity” in the epilogue to his
tragedy Aureng-Zebe (1675). At first his speaker appears to lead the audience into familiar
pro-British, anti-French territory:

True English hate your Monsieurs’ paltry arts,

For you all are silk-weavers in your hearts.

Bold Britons, at a brave Bear Garden fray,

Are rous’d, and, clatt’ring sticks, cry: ‘Play, play, play!’
Meantime, your filthy foreigner will stare

And mutter to himself: “Ha, gens barbare!”

And, gad, 'tis well he mutters; well for him;

Our butchers else would tear him limb from limb (1l. 20-27).

But just as our Francophobia is about to climax, Dryden gives the rug beneath us a good
yank: “’Tis true, the time may come, your sons may be / Infected with this French civility”
(1. 28-29). “Infected” matches ill with “civility,” so one of the words must bear some
ironic weight. But which, and how much? That “civility” seems to refer to “your
Monsieurs’ paltry arts,” and these arts are contrasted with bear-baiting, provides a good
clue that “infected” rather than “civility” is meant to raise an eyebrow, but the next few lines
clinch the matter. “But this in after-ages will be done: / Our poet writes a hundred years too
soon. / This age comes on too slow, or he too fast; / And early springs are subject to a
blast!” (1. 30-33). And what does “our poet” write so far ahead of its time? The Epilogue
has already told us in the opening lines to the piece:

A pretty task! and so I told the fool,

Who needs would undertake to please by rule:

He thought that, if his characters were good,

The scenes entire, and freed from noise and blood,
The action great, yet circumscrib’d by time,

The words not forc’d, but sliding into rhyme,

The passions rais’d and calm’d by just degrees,

As tides are swell’d, and then retire to seas:

He thought, in hitting these, his bus’ness done,
Tho’ he, perhaps, has fail’d in ev’ry one (L. 1-10).
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That is, the poet has delivered a play constructed according to the principles of French
neoclassical drama, and he means for it to be taken as an advance upon not only the “brave
Bear Garden fray,” but, given the setting, upon the generic chaos typical of the English
theatre. The “true English,” Dryden implies, cannot distinguish between the Frenchman’s
“paltry arts” and his sober dramatic prescriptions, and prefer to remain immune from the
“infection” of advanced dramaturgy. And so the “true English gentlemen” Dryden had so
long ago declared his best judges remain barbarous, ignorant, intellectually backward—and
utterly debarred from pronouncing upon literary matters. The professional poet not only
sees the difference between sense and nonsense but may, according to the rules he knows
and has mastered, !> “undertake to please™ those “who can discern the tinsel from the gold”
(1. 39): “To these he writes; and, if by them allow’d, / "Tis their prerogative to rule the
crowd. / For he more fears, like a presuming man, / Their votes who cannot judge, than

theirs who can” (11. 40-41).

Those who possess the “prerogative to rule the crowd” comprise an aristocracy of
wit, judgement, and talent with which Dryden would supplant the cultural authority of the
aristocracy of blood. Though Dryden never abandons his habit of impugning the taste and
morality of the latter, after 1678 he adds another weapon in his assault upon the nobility’s
&sthetic credibility: closely conflating his opponents’ poetic values with the politics that
once “wheedled” England into Civil War, regicide, and anarchy—and threaten, Dryden
believes, to do so again. Whereas the “programme” | have described in the foregoing pages
might after all be incidental, however substantial its cumulative effects upon the public
mind, this new strategy of conflation is obviously the product of premeditation, calculated

to achieve a definite rhetorical end, namely that those who would overthrow poetry’s

15 Incidentally, this is the one place in 95 prologues and epilogues written over 40 years wherein Dryden
sets forth any constructive rules for good drama.
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aristocracy of talent are but one step away from betraying their king and his rightful heir.
By associating his poetical opponents with the King’s political foes, and both with those
responsible for the deposition and execution of Charles I and the establishment of the
Commonwealth, Dryden does more than solidify his own position and identification with
the popularly restored and therefore legitimate order that has made him Laureate; he taints
his rivals and critics—whether noble, like Howard, Buckingham, Shaftesbury, Rochester,
and the gallants of the pit and upper boxes, or common, like Shadwell and Settle—with the
evocation of an image still widely feared and despised, that of the rebellious, regicidal,
philistine Puritan. Linking their literary and critical credibility to largely exploded political
and social opinions, Dryden manages to make his opponents seem by turns treasonous,
dangerous, and (once their defeat has been assured) abjectly ridiculous—but in any case ill-
qualified to assume any measure of public or poetic authority.

Thomas Shadwell, Dryden’s rival, antagonist, and occasional butt, claims in “A
Lenten Prologue Refus’d by the Players” (but subsequently published as a broadside in
1682 or 1683), that “Our Prologue-Wit grows flat” (1. 1), forcing voguish poets to write
explicitly political pieces: “But Plots, and Parties give new matter birth; / And State
Distractions serve you here for mirth!™ (1l. 5-6). Yet as subsequent lines make clear,
Shadwell is less bored with current prologue and epilogue fare than chagrined at the
success of Dryden and the Tories in their recent political triumph over the Whigs and their
continuing vilification and suppression of the Whig Opposition: “Baye’s [Dryden’s]
crown’d Muse, by sovereign Right of Satyre, / Without desert, can dubb a man a Traitor. /
And Toryes, without troubling Law, or Reason, / By loyal Instinct can find Plots and
Treason™ (1. 36-39). Shadwell goes on to deride the Tory assertions that the Whigs were
behind the Rye House Plot against the King, that Shaftesbury’s Protestant Association in
fact existed and was a vehicle for sedition, and that London’s defense of its charter
constituted treason. The political events to which Shadwell alludes had their uitimate origin

in the alleged Popish Plot, with which the Opposition had tried to bolster its position during
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the Exclusion Crisis (1678-1681); Dryden’s claim of the “sovereign Right of Satyre™ had
its origin in a sinister incident occurring on the evening of December 19, 1679. That night,
as the Laureate walked along the narrow Rose Alley, he was confronted by three men
bearing cudgels and savagely beaten. The identity of his assailants and the motives for the
assault have never been established, but the fact that Dryden was not robbed suggests that
the attack was meant to redress some real or imagined offense he had committed against a
person of “quality.” As Winn observes, “In the violent world of seventeenth-century
London, having someone cudgelled by hired bullies was not uncommon; it provided a way
for powerful people to deal with their social inferiors, men not sufficiently ‘honorable’ to
be challenged to a duel” (326). Thus in addition to its ferocity, the attack may have carried
with it a crude social snub.16 But whether the Rose Lane beating was arranged by a noble
personage or, as some have suggested, by a Whig Opposition hoping to stifle an articulate
Administration spokesman, Dryden emerged from that December night with a new energy
and purpose. Says Winn,

[T]f those responsible hoped to silence him, they failed. Indeed, the literary
and political caution we have noticed in Dryden’s work in 1679 vanished in
his inventive and partisan work of the early 1680s, in which he responded
to the most serious political crisis since the Civil War with an outburst of
creative vigor. . . . The final irony thus returned upon those behind the
beating: whoever they were, they evidently intended to discourage Dryden’s
satiric pen by breaking his bones; instead, they unleashed the true powers of
the century’s greatest satirist (328-329).

Though Dryden’s prologues and epilogues turn overtly political only in 1679 and
after, a few of his earlier pieces anticipate his later, more explicit conflation of his
opponents’ poetical and political values. In his prologue for The Rival Ladies (1663), for

instance, when Dryden refers to the “reforming poets of our age” (L. 7), “reforming™ would

16 Winn dismisses traditional suggestions that the Earl of Rochester was behind the beating and suggests
that the Duchess of Portsmouth might have ordered the ambush through “her violent brother-in-law,
Philip, Earl of Pembroke” (326), in response to Dryden’s supposed authorship of “An Essay on
Satire,” which lampooned the royal mistresses.
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have brought to mind recent Puritan experiments with the organization of the English
Church and Crown. Dryden evokes similar unhappy national memories when, in “A
Defence of An Essay of Dramatic Poesy,” he mocks Howard's lament that he (Howard)
must now turn from poetry and devote his attention to government business: “the Muses
have lost him,” Dryden sneers, “but the Commonwealth gains by it; the corruption of a
poet is the generation of a statesman” (118). Again Dryden’s language is loaded: in 1668
“commonwealth” referred not abstractly to a national body, but specifically to the
Parliamentary government established after the execution of Charles I; “statesman” might
be neutral, but “state” was usually understood to refer pejoratively to a republic such as
Holland.!? Having ridiculed Howard’s poetic ability in the foregoing paragraph—*“his
thoughts [are] elevated, sometimes above common comprehension; his notions politic and
grave, and tending to the instruction of princes, and reformation of states™ (emphasis
added)—Dryden means to imply that the integrity of Howard’s statecraft is as suspect. It
was Howard, after all, who the year before had turned against Clarendon, his former
benefactor and one of Dryden’s patrons, and joined with those who sought and obtained
his resignation as Charles II’s Lord Chancellor. This was a betrayal that Dryden seems to
have interpreted as a dangerous circumscription of royal authority, associating it with the
abandonment of Lord Strafford to the Long Parliament’s death warrant in 164 1—itself a
first step along the road toward Civil War and regicide. The consequences of
circumscription and outright usurpation of the rightful monarch are given in Dryden’s
prologue to The Kind Keeper or, Mr. Limberham (1678). Written just months before the
Popish Plot was “discovered,” it seems in its phrasing an uncanny “fore-echo™ of the
prologues and epilogues he wrote when the Plot and the Whigs were at their height, though
it also recalls his prologue for The Rival Ladies. Repeating the now familiar assertion that

17 Consider Dryden's assertion in his prologue to his anti-Dutch tragedy. Amboyna (1672): ~Well
monarchies may own religion’s name, / But states are atheists in their very frame™ (1. 21-22).
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“True wit has seen its best days long ago; / It ne’er looked up, since we were dipp’d in
show™ (1l. 1-2), Dryden attributes the death of wit and the audience’s insatiable appetite for
novelty to those “reforming poets” he seemed to mention in passing in 1663: “Let them,
who the rebellion began / To wit, restore the monarch, if they can” (1l. 11-12). Similarly,
the prologue to Dryden and Lee’s recasting of Oedipus (August 1678) admonishes its
auditors not to abandon the rules of dramatic poetry in favor of mere inspiration, for “when
you lay tradition wholly by, / And on the private spirit alone rely, / You turn fanatics in
your poetry” (1l. 29-31). That is, they will become like those radical Puritans who would
overthrow the authority and structure of Church and State and obey instead only the
promptings of their consciences, creating social and moral anarchy.

But if these early topical references are generally aimed and obliquely rather than
overtly damning, Dryden leaves little room for misconstruction in his prologue to The
Loyal General (1679)—in fact, Winn suggests that the Rose Alley beating might have been
provoked by this piece (325). Dryden scolds the “apostate pit” (1. 8) for neglecting “that
which reasonable men should write” (L. 2) (i.e. serious, well-crafted plays) in favor of
scandalous “city gazettes,” “factious speech” (1. 5), and “whate’er libel, for the public
good, / Stirs up the Shrovetide crew to fire and blood!” (Il. 6-7). We have seen such
scolding before, but the specific distractions Dryden cites here make possibie a more
politically charged and controversial association than when audiences were accused of
“apostasy” merely because they patronized the Duke’s Company. This time the
“entertainments” drawing off the attention of playgoers—the sensationalist pulp journalism,
the oppositional scheming against the Duke of York, the slurs cast against members of the
Royal family and household, the Pope-burnings and crude anti-Catholic plays inflaming
Protestant bigotry—are far more sinister and are likely to have immediate consequences for
social stability; they might, Dryden hints, foreshadow a return to civil war:

The plays that take on our corrupted stage,
Methinks, resemble the distracted age;
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Noise, madness, all unreasonable things,

That strike at sense, as rebels do at kings!

The style of forty-one our poets write,

And you are grown to judge like forty-eight (1l. 12-17).

The final two lines are particularly significant. “[Their] meaning,” says Sir Walter Scott, “is
that the poets rebel against sense and criticism, as the parliament, in 1641, did against the
king: and that the audience judge as ill as those who, in 1648, condemned Charles to the
block™ (qtd. in Noyes, 954n). The Popish Plot had yet to be fully exposed for what it was,
but even at this early date Dryden seems to have discerned that its prosecution was largely a
screen for the political maneuverings of the Opposition. “Despite ample reasons for
discretion,” Winn says, “he now dared to compare the Opposition explicitly to the ‘Rebels’
of the 1640s; like those earlier ‘Rebels,” Shaftesbury’s men were besieging the crown with
petitions requesting a meeting of the Parliament” (325). Important in this passage is the
twofold conflation, of the “rebels” against wit with would-be usurpers, and of those
usurpers with the Parliamentarians who overthrew and executed Charles [. Such
associations may excite in the modern reader an intellectual appreciation of Dryden’s
rhetorical strategy, but in the poet’s day they were explosive indeed, for not only was
treason a capital offense, images of the regicidal Puritan and of the “martyred” Charles I
remained searingly alive in public memory and allusions to them had considerable power to
excite and disgust. Butler’s Hudibras, the zealous, intolerant, and hypocritical Presbyterian
Quixote who was one of those “Still so perverse and opposite, / As if they worshipped
God for spite” (1, i, 1. 215-216), is a classic composite of all that was seen as hateful in the
“typical” Puritan. But his character of “A Fanatic,” is equally pertinent here. The fanatic,
says Butler, “chooses himself one of the Elect,” using scripture to justify his own sins; his
religion “tends only to Faction and Sedition,” and for his faith he would rather be thought
to suffer than to perform good works, for these are “no better than Encroachments upon the
Merits of free believing™; and naturally he is above civil and religious ordinance, “and being
a Freeman supposes him-self at Liberty to set up what Religion he pleases” (127). For
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Dryden there is not much in principle or motive to choose between those who would
disregard the laws of playhouse church, and kingdom, willfully sacrificing dramatic,
ecclesiastical, or political order to satisfy and justify their own individual appetites and
ambitions.

Dryden is not alone in making this association. Thomas Durfey’s prologue to The
Royalist (1681), for instance, has its speaker express surprise to find “the House full! and
at a Royal Play!” (1. 1), though “th’ Pit (methinks) looks like a Commonweal ; /| Where
Monarch Wit's bafl’d by ev’ry Drudge, / And each pert Railing Brimigham’s a Judge” (11.
4-6). And Thomas Otway’s epilogue to Venice Preserved or, The Plot Discovered (1681)
identifies those who (literally) defaced a portrait of James, Duke of York with those who
killed his father: “A Face [James’s], in which such Lineaments they [the vandals] Read, /
Of that Great Martyr, whose Rich Blood they Shed, / That their Rebellious Hate they still
maintain, / And, in his Son, would Murder Him again” (11. 31-34). Such associations do
double work. In Dryden’s case, two old literary adversaries, Shaftesbury and
Buckingham, were prominent among the Opposition leaders; Howard and Rochester had
Whiggish leanings; and two of his particular literary antagonists, Shadwell and Settle, were
spokesmen for the Opposition cause. It is true that in the prologues and epilogues he wrote
during the Exclusion Crisis Dryden does not name his targets; and perhaps his intention is
not to undermine the Opposition leaders specifically as literary figures. Nonetheless, by
appropriating the most incendiary social imagery for his own and his party’s purposes he is
able to make literary theory largely recapitulate royalist political theory. In poetry as in the
kingdom itself order and stability depend upon the existence of a single figure to whose
authority all others, whatever their rank, defer; this authority is neither absolute nor
tyrannically autocratic, but must not be capriciously subverted lest, as Dryden asserts in
Absalom and Achitophel (1681), the people lose the security of their “private right” (1. 779)
and “are left defenseless to the sword / Of each unbounded, arbitrary lord” (1l. 761-762).

His argument recalls the appeal he made to proprietary order in the prologue to Albumazar
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(1668): without laws and executives to uphold them, society dissolves into Hobbesian
anarchy. Thus when Dryden declares in the prologue to Southerne’s The Loyal Brother
(1681), that “Poets, like [awful monarchs, rul’d the stage, / Till critics, like damn’d Whigs,
debauch’d our age” (11. 1-2), he means to evoke in an audience made uneasy by the present
turmoil a reflexive acknowledgement not only of the rightness of royalist doctrine in the
poetry as well as politics, but, conversely, of the fundamental wrongness of rebellion in
either sphere. If the penchant for novelty with which Dryden so often taxes his audiences
exposes in them a predisposition to more serious social lapses, so does the constitutional
experimentation advocated by the Opposition and its literary spokesmen disqualify from
prescribing in the moral world of the theatre.

At the same time, Dryden’s conflation of the poetical and political helps to solidify
his position as one of poetry’s “lawful monarchs.” For one thing, he is able to put himself
forward as a defender of poetry’s right to exist at all, and of its necessary role in the
formation of the nation’s moral and ethical sensibilities. In a prologue delivered at the
Oxford performance of Lee’s tragedy, Sophonisba in 1680, Dryden lets himself imagine
the consequences of an Exclusionist victory. By now the association of the Whigs with the
Long Parliament has become so well established as to be a cliché: “But ’tis the talent of our
English nation, / Stll to be plotting some new reformation; / And few years hence, if
anarchy goes on, / Jack Presbyter shall here [at Oxford] erect his throne” (1l. 9-12). If and
when this happens, Dryden muses, “Your poets shall be us’d like infidels” (1. 17);
“Religion, learning, wit, would be suppress’d, / Rags of the whore, and trappings of the
beast™ (1. 23-24). The suppression of poetry and poets is a new twist to the association of
the past and present enemies of the King, and provides another justification for the
disbarment of his Whiggish opponents from literary authority. But in presenting them as
foes to religion, learning, and wit, Dryden can style himself, as a poet and as Poet
Laureate, the latest in a long line of apologists, including Sidney and Jonson, who also had

to defend poetry against Puritan attacks. Linking wit with religion and learning, Dryden
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largely recapitulates the argument of his two great predecessors, that poetry is a necessary

complement to one’s spiritual and intellectual training. That it is not a frivolous or
impractical acquirement is underscored in his epilogue to Banks’s The Unhappy Favorite
(1681). Here, amidst much anti-Whig flak, Dryden attributes low playhouse attendance to
the distractions provided by the Opposition press: “’Tis not our want of wit that keeps us
poor; / For then the printer’s press would suffer more. / Their pamphleteers each day their
venom spit; / They thrive by treason, and we starve by wit” (1. 16-19). He declares the
parties’ rival newspapers, the Whigs’ Democritus and the Tories’ Heraclitus Ridens, to be
worse than pulp press sensationalism, but far superior to “your lampooning thymes, / Y’
abuse yourselves more dully than the times. / Scandal, the glory of the English nation, / Is
worn to rags, and scribbled out of fashion” (1l. 26-29). In addition to scolding his audience
for its participation in “the farce of your own age,”!8 Dryden seeks to counteract the
encroachment of competing media upon the domain of the formal prologue and epilogue to
comment upon and prescribe for the times; at the least, Dryden seeks to maintain his own
influence upon public opinion at the expense of other professional writers in other public
media. Either way, Dryden’s performance here is a practical example of the role of the poet
and poetry in public affairs.

But let us assume for the moment that Dryden’s motivation in making such
statements and in conflating poetic and political values is entirely self-serving, an
outgrowth of his ambition and of his loyalty to his royal master. When, for instance,
Dryden all but dares his critics to dislike a play and reveal themselves as traitorous Whigs
in his epilogue to The Loyal Brother—*'Tis faction buys the votes of half the pit; / Theirs is
the pension-parliament of wit” (Il. 24-25)—we might suspect that Dryden is merely
providing cover for himself while bullying the Administration’s critics into silence. And we

might find our suspicion confirmed by the increasingly virulent abuse he will heap on the

18  Pprologue to The Loyal General (1679 1. 34)
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Whigs in his prologues and epilogues of 1682, when they have been beaten utterly and the
Tory reaction is in full swing. (See, for instance, his prologues to the King and Queen at
the opening of the United Theatre and to The Duke of Guise.) However, the fact that
Dryden is not at odds with his king does not mean that he is any the less a pioneer of very
important public “space.” For he has stepped forward and claimed for the public poet—
perhaps reclaimed from the classical past—the right to pronounce upon political affairs.
The right to claim such a space provides him not only with a safe place to stand when he
disagrees with the Administration, but a reasonably secure right to speak out when, as an
old man, weary, poor, and disillusioned, he finds himself in opposition to the
Administration of William III. Poor and politically powerless—but nonetheless revered as a
great man of letters, and serving as an honored precedent for future poets, such as Pope,
who find themselves at odds with their government and society. Moreover, the true
significance of the territory Dryden has so laboriously carved out for himself is that it once
belonged indisputably to the gentleman-poet and was enclosed by the walls of Court. It is
Dryden, the consummate insider, who devises in his prologues and epilogues a journal of
the times, making a practical case not only for the possibilities of public poetry, but for the
necessity of formal public poetry as an alternative to the sensationalist pulp press as a
forum and framer of political and social debate, and to the inward-looking lyrics of the
Courtly Wits as an arbiter of literary sensibilities.

Against the proposition that Dryden by effect and design subverted aristocratic
authority it may be argued that seldom was any writer more eager to boast of his royal and
aristocratic connections, more cloying in his courtship of new patrons, or more sycophantic
in his praise of those whose favor he had obtained. Johnson, who famously defined

“patron” as “one who looks with unconcern on a man struggling for life in the water, and,
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when he has reached ground, encumbers him with help,”!? speaks contemptuously of
Dryden’s undignified address of the great: “[Ijn the meanness and servility of hyperbolical
adulation, I know not whether, since the the days in which the Roman emperors were
deified, he has ever been equalled” (219). Johnson might have had in mind Dryden’s
address to the Earl of Orrery, prefixed to the first edition of The Rival Ladies (1664).
Having praised Orrery’s writing at length, Dryden extols the Earl as a universal paragon

and belittles his own understanding:

I can only say, in general, that the souls of other men shine out at little
crannies; they understand some one thing, perhaps, to admiration, while
they are darkened on all other parts. But your Lordship’s soul is an entire
globe of light, breaking out on every side; and if I have only discovered one
beam of it, 'tis not that the light falls unequally, but because the body which
receives it is of unequal parts (5).

Or Johnson might have been thinking of Dryden’s poem, “To the Earl of Roscommon, on
His Excellent Essay on Translated Verse” 1684). Declares Dryden, “The Muses’ empire is
restor’d again, / In Charles his reign, and by Roscommon’s pen” (ll. 28-29). This is
excessive, but worse follows: Roscommon is hereafter to be the model of all translators,
Britain and Ireland will quarrel over the privilege of being declared his native land, and his
example will bring perfection to the English tongue, ensuring that English letters will now
“on equal terms with ancient wit ingage, / Nor mighty Homer fear, nor sacred Virgil's
page” (ll. 75-76). In his life of Roscommon, Johnson asserts that he “is perhaps the only
correct writer in verse before Addison” (137), but soberly argues that despite the “elegance
of the poetry,” Roscommon’s verse treatise is a hardly a work for the ages, “for when the
sum of Lord Roscommon's precepts is collected, it will not be easy to discover how they
can qualify their reader for a better performance of translation than might have been attained
by his [the reader’s] own reflections™ (138). But surely Dryden’s most embarrassing

performance occurs in his Discourse Concerning the Original and Progress of Satire,

19 Letter to the Earl of Chesterfield, February 7, 1755 (2-3)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



173

prefixed to his translation of the satires of Persius and Juvenal (1692) and dedicated to the
Earl of Dorset. Here the author of MacFlecknoe, Absalom and Achitophel, and The Medal,
three of the great satirical poems in the language, surrenders the laurel for satire to his
patron in the most fulsome terms: “I never attempted anything in satire, wherein [ have, not
studied your writings as the most perfect model. I have continually laid them before me;
and the greatest commendation which my own partiality can give to my productions, is,
that they are copies, and no further to be allow’d, than as they have something more or less
of the original” (76). After pages of such stuff, Dryden goes on to describe Dorset as “the
king of poets” and the undisputed arbiter of wit (78-79), concluding, “Your Lordship’s
only fault is, that you have not written more; unless I could add another, . . . that you have
written, and out of a vicious modesty will not publish” (80).

Such public deference to the great would seem to solidify rather than undermine the
prerogative of aristocratic amateurs to supervise the shape and content of literature as well
as oversee the formulation and application of critical standards. But Johnson’s charge of
“mean and servile hyperbolical adulation™ can and should be challenged. Johnson, a rigidly
honest man himself, often seems unable to take others at less than their word, and it may be
that there is a significant gap between what Dryden appears to say and what he means to
say—or what he ends up saying. In fact, a second look at the passages given above makes
one suspect that this gap is more than a mere quibble. For instance, in Dryden’s praise of
Roscommon, we should discern beneath the appearance of exuberant, unconditional
commendation several problematic particulars. He asserts that “all the needful rules for
translation] are scarrer’d here” (1. 32, emphasis added), implying that though the truth has
been “smoothly told” (1. 33), and the poet’s “art disguis’d” (1. 34), the poem as a rreatise is
less than successful—an inference justified by Dryden’s subsequent assertion that we really
have no need of Roscommon'’s rules “to give translation light: / His own example is a flame
so bright, / That he who but arrives to copy well, / Unguided will advance, unknowing will

excell” (11. 35-38). These lines are meant to be taken as praise, but one wonders why
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Dryden phrased them so ambiguously. Roscommon’s guide to translation is said to be
inferior to his example, but oddly enough his translations of Horace and Virgil leave
readers “unguided” and “unknowing.” Dryden’s opinion of Roscommon’s work seems
largely to concur with Johnson’s, and when we remember that four years earlier Dryden
had, in the preface to his translation (with others) of Ovid’s Epistles (1680), set forth his
own principles of translation, we begin to suspect that the Earl’s verse essay is but an
ormnament to the real work of the professional poet.2 Dryden’s later, more general praise of
gentlemen-amateurs confirms their wholly auxiliary status. “When authors nobly born will
bear their part, / And not disdain the glorious praise of art!” (Il. 55-56), Dryden promises,
English as a language will be perfected and “invention and translation [will] thrive” (1. 54).
Yet the analogy that follows, of generals who “[descend] from command™ and “with their
own toil provoke the soldier’s hand” (1. 56-57), makes clear that the exertions of “authors
nobly born” might be helpful, but are rather an afterthought to the main effort. They are
extra, and essentially extraneous. Referring to the Earl of Mulgrave’s translation of Ovid's
heroic epistle, “Helen to Paris,” Dryden says that the Roman’s ghost is “pleas’d to hear /
His fame augmented by an English peer; / How he embellishes his Helen's loves, /
Outdoes his softness, and his sense improves” (1. 59-62, emphasis added). Lines 59-61
suggest that Mulgrave has prettified Ovid; line 62, that he has exceeded his authority as a
translator, for Dryden had declared in his preface to Ovid’s Epistles, “The sense of an
author, generally speaking, is to be sacred and inviolable. If the fancy of Ovid be luxuriant,
*tis his character to be so; and if I retrench it, he is no longer Ovid” (272). Mulgrave, like
Roscommon, may have produced some enjoyable poetry, but both seemingly lack the

20 The following year Dryden observed in the preface to Tonson's second miscellany, Syive (1685), “For
this last half-year [ have been troubled with the di