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WELCOME

Directorate of Distance and Online Education extends a hearty welcome, to you all.
PG English is a prestigious course; you are required to put in hard work : read the texts

in detail, along with the study material and also consult books in the library.
Good percentage of marks would open a variety of job opportunities for you.

This course on poetry introduces you to the literary background of poetry upto
the metaphysical poets, along with the works of famous poets - Chaucer, Spenser,
Shakespeare, Milton, Donne and Pope. Study the poets in depth from the examination
perspective. Besides, their reading might also sharpen and bring out your hidden

talent of writing poetry. Work hard and success will be yours.

Dr. Jasleen Kaur
Teacher Incharge

PG English

DD&OE, University of Jammu



DETAILED SYLLABUS OF M.A. ENGLISH

SEMESTER-FIRST
Course Code: ENG-122 Duration of Examination: 3 hrs.
Title of the Course: Poetry I Total Marks: 100
Credits : 6 (a) Semester Examination - 80

(b) Sessional Assessment - 20
Detailed Syllabus for the examination to be held in Dec. 2023, 2024 & 2025.

Objective : The students will study the ripening of the Middle Ages and the gradual
manifestations of the Renaissance and Reformation. Chaucer, the late Elizabethan,
seventeenth and eighteenth century poetry and the Puritan Revolution will be studied.
The students will be required to identify the common and the distinctive features of the
poets as well as of the period.

Unit-I
Literary and Intellectual background of poetry up to the Age of Pope.
Unit 1T

Geoffrey Chaucer : Prologue to the Canterbury Tales
Unit-111
Edmund Spenser: “Amoretti”
“Sonnets 65” and “Sonnets 86”
“Epithalamion”
William Shakespeare : The following Sonnets :-

“When I consider everything that grows”
“Tired with all these, for restful death I cry”
“Let me not to the marriage of true minds”
“No more be grieved at that which thou has done”
“Thou blind fool, what dost thou to mine eyes”
Unit-IV
John Milton : Paradise Lost Book I : Exposition
Speeches of Satan



Unit-V
John Donne : A Valediction : Forbidden Mourning”
“Lovers’ Infiniteness”
“The Canonization”
“’Batter my Heart, Three person’d God™
“Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness”’
Unit-VI
Alexander Pope: The Rape of the Lock



MODE OF EXAMINATION

The paper will be divided into sections A, B and C. M.M=80

Section A

Section B

Section C

Multiple Choice Questions

Q.No.1 will be an objective type question covering the entire syllabus.
Twelve objectives, two from each unit, with four options each will be set,
and the candidate will be required to write the correct option and not
specify by putting a tick mark (). Any ten out of twelve are to be
attempted.

Each objective will be for one mark. (10x1=10)
Short Answer Questions

Section B comprises short answer type question covering the entire
syllabus. Four questions will be set and the candidate will be required to
attempt any two questions in about 80-100 words.

Each answer will be evaluated for 5 marks. (5%x2 =10)
Long Answer Questions

Section C comprises long answer type questions covering the entire
syllabus. Six questions, on from each unit, will be set and the candidate
will be required to attempt and five questions in about 300-350 words.
Each answer will be evaluated for 12 marks. (5%x12 = 60)
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COURSE CODE:ENG-122 POETRY-I LESSON No. 1

M.A. ENGLISH UNIT -1
LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND
OF POETRY UPTO THE METAPHYSICAL POETS

BACKGROUND

Unit Structure

1.1 Objectives

1.2 Introduction

1.3 Pagan v/s Christian

1.4 Old English Poetry

1.5 Conclusion

1.6 Glossary

1.7 Short Answer Questions
1.8 Examination Oriented Questions
1.9 Muliple Choice Questions
1.10 Suggested Readings

1.11 References

1.1 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall study the literary and intellectual background to poetry
during the Anglo-Saxon period of English literature.
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1.2 INTRODUCTION

Little is known of the origin of English literature although it is often
described as beginning with Chaucer. Actually there had been more than six
centuries of literature before Chaucer was born. We may understand Chaucer
without much difficulty but the earlier literature reads like a foreign tongue,
though much of it is available in translation.

The two most important events in the history of England took place
during the fifth and the sixth centuries. The departure of the Romans in 410
left the British population open to the invaders from the north. The Angles
and Saxons and Jutes came to England in marauding bands and settled
there. The Anglo-Saxons included people from Germanic tribes who migrated
to the island from continental Europe, and their descendants; as well as
indigenous British groups, who adopted some aspects of Anglo-Saxon culture
and language. The Anglo-Saxon period denotes the period of British history
between about 450 and 1066, after their initial settlement, and up until
the Norman Conquest in 1066.The second great event at that time is the
conversion of the English to Christianity. In 597 Augustine came from Rome
and began to convert the Jutes in Kent and the monks from Ireland set up
monasteries in Northumbria. Most English poetry in the early Anglo-Saxon
period is associated with these two events. The invading tribes either brought
over stories from their Continental Germanic homes or showed a keen interest
in Bible stories, in Christianity and in Christian values. The term Anglo-
Saxon is also popularly used for the language, usually called English that
was spoken and written by the Anglo-Saxons in England and eastern Scotland
between the mid-5th century and the mid-12th century.

1.3 PAGAN V/S CHRISTIAN

In pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon England, legends and other stories were
transmitted orally instead of being written down - it is for this reason that
very few survive to us today. After Christianization however, certain poems
were indeed written down, with surviving examples including the Nine Herbs
Charm, The Dream of the Rood, Waldere and most notably Beowulf. While
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these contain many Christianized elements, there were certain mentions of
earlier pagan deities and practices contained within them.

The only surviving Anglo-Saxon epic poem is the story of Beowulf, known
only from a surviving manuscript that was written down by the Christian
monk Sepa sometime between the eighth and eleventh centuries AD. The story
is set not in England but in Scandinavia. It revolves around a Geatish warrior
named Beowulf who travels to Denmark to defeat a monster known as Grendel,
who is terrorising the kingdom of Hrothgar, and later, Grendel's Mother as well.
He later becomes the king of Geatland before finally dying in battle with a
dragon. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it was commonly believed
that Beowulf was not an Anglo-Saxon pagan tale, but a Scandinavian Christian
one; it was not until the influential critical essay Beowulf: The Monsters and the
Critics by J. R. R. Tolkien, delivered in 1936, that Beowulf was established as
a quintessentially English poem that, while Christian, looked back on a living
memory of paganism. Nonetheless, some academics still hold reservations about
accepting it as containing information pertaining to Anglo-Saxon paganism, with Patrick
Wormald noting that “The poet may have known that his heroes were pagans,
but he did not know much about paganism."

1.4 OLD ENGLISH POETRY

The English trace their literary origins to the seventh century. They believe that
Caedmon and the unknown author of Beowulf were their first poets. The works
prior to the Norman Conquest lay forgotten in cloisters. They could be deciphered
only by a few monks who had traditional knowledge of the former language. They
believed that a real national literature had flourished before the Norman invasion.
Thus English literature began with the first verse sung, the first line written in a
Germanic tongue in the country now called England.

The Anglo- Saxon literature is the work of clerks who lived from the seventh
to the eleventh century. They may not have created all of it but they preserved
it all. It is therefore an essentially Christian literature. The editors allowed nothing
to survive which conflicted formally with their religion.
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The Germanic tribes-the Angels, the Jutes and the Saxons- were pagans at
their arrival. However these peoples had undergone mass conversion at the end
of the sixth century, and the first dated writings appeared at the end of the
seventh. During this period, most of the primitive poetry was uprooted, together
with the mythology on which it rested. There were only traces of savage customs.
Although the general character of literature was Christian, yet it was pagan in
feeling. The authors of the Anglo Saxon poems had kept the old passion for adventure,
together with the memory of the wild life of their ancestors and the ancestral legends
and verses.

The earliest known English poem is a hymn on the creation; Bede attributes this
to Caedmon (fl. 658—680), who was, according to legend, an illiterate herdsman who
produced extemporaneous poetry at a monastery at Whitby. This is generally taken
as marking the beginning of Anglo-Saxon poetry.

Much of the poetry of the period is difficult to date, or even to arrange
chronologically; for example, estimates for the date of the great epic Beowulf range
from AD 608 right through to AD 1000, and there has never been anything even
approaching a consensus. It is possible to identify certain key moments, however. The
Dream of the Rood was written before circa AD 700, when excerpts were carved
in runes on the Ruthwell Cross. Some poems on historical events, such as The Battle
of Brunanburh (937) and The Battle of Maldon (991), appear to have been composed
shortly after the events in question, and can be dated reasonably precisely in consequence.

By and large, however, Anglo-Saxon poetry is categorised by the manuscripts
in which it survives, rather than its date of composition. The most important manuscripts
are the four great poetical codices of the late 10th and early 11th centuries, known
as the Ceedmon manuscript, the Vercelli Book, the Exeter Book, and the Beowulf
manuscript.

While the poetry that has survived is limited in volume, it is wide in
breadth. Beowulf is the only heroic epic to have survived in its entirety, but
fragments of others such as Waldere and the Finnesburg Fragment show that
it was not unique in its time. Other genres include much religious verse, from
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devotional works to biblical paraphrase; elegies such as The Wanderer, The
Seafarer, and The Ruin (often taken to be a description of the ruins of Bath);
and numerous proverbs, riddles, and charms.

With one notable exception (Rhyming Poem), Anglo-Saxon poetry depends
on alliterative verse for its structure and any rhyme included is
merely ornamental.

1.4.1 Beowulf

Beowulf is the conventional title of an Old English epic poem consisting of
3182 alliterative long lines, set in Scandinavia. It is possibly the oldest surviving
long poem in Old English and thus commonly cited as one of the most important
works of Anglo-Saxon literature, and also arguably the earliest vernacular English
literature.

The full poem survives in the manuscript known as the Nowell Codex, located
in the British Library. Written in England, its composition by an anonymous Anglo-
Saxon poet is dated between the 8th and the early 11th century.

In the poem, Beowulf, a hero of the Geats in Scandinavia, comes to the aid
of Hrothgar, the king of the Danes, whose mead hall(in Heorot) has been under
attack by a monster known as Grendel. After Beowulf slays him, Grendel's
mother attacks the hall and is then also defeated. Victorious, Beowulf goes home
to Geatland in Sweden and later becomes king of the Geats. After a period of
fifty years has passed, Beowulf defeats a dragon, but is fatally wounded in the
battle. After his death, his attendants bury him in a tumulus, a burial mound, in
Geatland.

(i) Historical Background : The events described in the poem take place
in the late 5™ century, after the Angles and Saxons had begun their migration to
England, and before the beginning of the 7" century, a time when the Anglo-
Saxon people were either newly arrived or still in close contact with
their Germanic kinsmen in Northern Germany and Scandinavia and possibly England.
The poem may have been brought to England by people of Geatish origins.
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The poem deals with legends. It was composed for entertainment and does
not separate between fictional elements and real historic events, such as the raid
by King Hygelac into Frisia. Scholars generally agree that many of the personalities
of Beowulf also appear in Scandinavian sources.

The majority view appears to be that people such as King Hrodgar
and the Scyldings in Beowulf are based on real historical people from
6th-century Scandinavia. Like the Finnesburg Fragment and several shorter
surviving poems, Beowulf has consequently been used as a source of
information about Scandinavian personalities such as Eadgils and Hygelac,
and about continental Germanic personalities such as Offa, king of the
continental Angles.

Beowulf is considered as an epic poem in that the main character is a hero
who travels great distances to prove his strength at impossible odds against
supernatural demons and beasts. The poem also begins in the middle, which is
a characteristic of the epics. Although the poem begins with Beowulf's arrival,
Grendel's attacks have been an ongoing event. An elaborate history of characters
and their lineages is spoken of, as well as their interactions with each other,
debts owed and repaid, and deeds of valor. The warriors form a kind of brotherhood
called a "comitatus", which seems to have formed an ethical basis for all words,

deeds, and actions.

(ii) Form and Meter : An Old English poem, Beowulf'is very different from
modern poetry. Anglo-Saxon poets typically used alliterative verse, a form of verse in
which the first half of the line (the a-verse) is linked to the second half (the b-
verse) through similarity in initial sound. In addition, the two halves are divided
by a caesura: "Oft Scyld Scefing \\ sceapena preatum" (1. 4). This verse form
maps stressed and unstressed syllables onto abstract entities known as metrical
positions. There is no fixed number of beats per line: the first one cited has three
(Oft SCYLD SCEFING, with ictus on the suffix -ING) whereas the second has
two (SCEApena PREATum).

The poet has a choice of epithets or formulae to use in order to fulfill the
alliteration. When speaking or reading Old English poetry, it is important to
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remember for alliterative purposes that many of the letters are not pronounced
the same way as they are in modern English. The letter "4", for example, is
always pronounced (Hrodgar: HROTH-gar), and the digraph "cg" is pronounced
like "dj", as in the word "edge". Both f'and s vary in pronunciation depending
on their phonetic environment. Between vowels or voiced consonants, they are
voiced, sounding like modern v and z, respectively. Otherwise they are unvoiced,
like modern f'in "fat" and s in "sat". Some letters which are no longer found
in modern English, such as thorn, p, and eth, 0 — representing both pronunciations
of modern English "th", as in "thing" and "this" — are used extensively both in
the original manuscript and in modern English editions. The voicing of these
characters echoes that of fand s. Both are voiced (as in "this") between other
voiced sounds: oder, lapleas, supern. Otherwise they are unvoiced (as in "thing"):
punor, sud, sopfest.

Kennings are also a significant technique in Beowulf. They are evocative
poetic descriptions of everyday things, often created to fill the alliterative
requirements of the meter. For example, a poet might call the sea the "swan-
road" or the "whale-road"; a king might be called a "ring-giver." There are
many kennings in Beowulf, and the device is typical of much of classic poetry
in Old English, which is heavily formulaic. The poem also makes extensive
use of elided metaphors.

1.4.2 Other Poetry

(i) The Pagan Poems: There are other heroic poems besides Beowulf.
Two have survived in fragments: The Fight at Finnsburh, which retells of one
of the battle scenes in Beowulf, and Waldere, a version of the events of the life
of Walter of Aquitaine. Two other poems mention heroic figures: Widsith is believed
to be very old in parts, dating back to events in the 4th century concerning Eormanric
and the Goths, and contains a catalogue of names and places associated with
valiant deeds. The poem gives an idea of the wandering minstrels who went
from court to court, singing praises of the princes from whom they received or
expected gifts. Deor is a lyric, in the style of Consolation of Philosophy, applying
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examples of famous heroes, including Weland and Eormanric, to the narrator's

own case.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle contains various heroic poems inserted
throughout. The earliest from 937 is called The Battle of Brunanburh,
which celebrates the victory of King Athelstan over the Scots and Norse.
There are five shorter poems: capture of the Five Boroughs(942);
coronation of King Edgar (973); death of King Edgar (975); death of
Alfred the son of King ZAthelred (1036); and death of King Edward the
Confessor (1065).

The 325 line poem The Battle of Maldon celebrates Earl Byrhtnoth and
his men who fell in battle against the Vikings in 991. It is considered one of
the finest, but both the beginning and end are missing and the only manuscript
was destroyed in a fire in 1731.

Old English heroic poetry was handed down orally from generation to generation.
As Christianity began to appear, re-tellers often recast the tales of Christianity into
the older heroic stories.

(ii) Elegiac poetry: Related to the heroic tales are a number of short
poems from the Exeter Book which have come to be described as "elegies" or
"wisdom poetry". They are lyrical and Boethian in their description of the
up and down fortunes of life. Gloomy in mood is The Ruin, which tells of
the decay of a once glorious city of Roman Britain (cities in Britain fell into
decline after the Romans departed in the early 5th century, as the early
English continued to live their rural life), and The Wanderer, in which an
older man talks about an attack that happened in his youth, where his close
friends and kin were all killed; memories of the slaughter have remained
with him all his life. He questions the wisdom of the impetuous decision to
engage a possibly superior fighting force: the wise man engages in warfare
to preserve civil society, and must not rush into battle but seek out allies
when the odds may be against him. This poet finds little glory in bravery for
bravery's sake. The Seafarer is the story of a somber exile from home on
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the sea in which suffering from cold mingles with the pains of water and
wind. The only hope of redemption is the joy of heaven. Other wisdom
poems include Wulf and Eadwacer, The Wife's Lament, and The Husband's
Message. Alfred the Great wrote a wisdom poem over the course of his
reign based loosely on the neoplatonic philosophy of Boethius called the Lays
of Boethius.

(iiif) Caedmon and Cynewulf Schools of Poetry:

Ceadmon is the earliest English (Northumbrian) poet whose name is known.
An Anglo-Saxon, he was originally ignorant of "the art of song" but learned
to compose one night in the course of a dream, according to the 8th-century
historian Bede. He later became a zealous monk and an accomplished and
inspirational Christian poet.

Cadmon is one of twelve Anglo-Saxon poets identified in medieval sources, and
one of only three of these for whom both roughly contemporary biographical information
and examples of literary output have survived. Caedmon's only known surviving work
is Ceedmon's Hymn, the nineline alliterative vernacular praise poem in honour of God
which he supposedly learned to sing in his initial dream. The poem is one of the
earliest attested examples of Old English language and is, with the runic Ruthwell
Cross and Franks Casket inscriptions, one of three candidates for the earliest attested
example of Old English poetry. It is also one of the earliest recorded examples of
sustained poetry in a Germanic language.

Cynewulf is one of twelve Anglo-Saxon poets known by name, and
one of four whose work survives today. He presumably flourished in the
9th century, with possible dates extending into the late 8th and early 10th
centuries.

He is famous for his religious compositions, and is regarded as one of the pre-
eminent figures of Christian Old English poetry. Posterity knows of his name by
means of runic signatures that are interwoven into the four poems which comprise his
scholastically recognized corpus. These poems are: The Fates of the
Apostles, Juliana, Elene, and Christ Il(also referred to as The Ascension).
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The four signed poems of Cynewulf are vast in that they collectively comprise
several thousand lines of verse. He is often compared to William Cowper or
even Dante. Its seventeen hundred lines show a composition in three parts-the
advent of Christ or his birth, his going away or Ascension and his second coming
at the Last Judgement.

Both schools of thought are Christian; both writers are sons of their age
and inheritors of a philosophy of life pagan in many respects.

Caedmon is, at times, subjective and personal in tone to a degree not found
in pure folk-epic. In Cynewulf the personal note is emphasised and becomes
lyrical. Caedmon’s hymn in praise of the Creator is a sublime statement of facts
calling for universal acknowledgment in suitably exalted terms; Cynewulf’s
confessions in the concluding portion of Elene or in The Dream of the Rood, or
his vision of the day of judgment in Crist, are lyrical outbursts, spontaneous
utterances of a soul which has become one with its subject and to which self-
revelation is a necessity.

The greatest distinction between the one school and the other is
due, however, to the degree in which Cynewulf and his group show
their power of assimilating foreign literary influences. England was
ceasing to be insular as the influence of a literary tongue began to
hold sway over her writers. They are scholars deliberately aiming at
learning from others—they borrow freely, adapt, and reproduce. Form
has become of importance; at times, of supreme importance; the attempt,
architecturally imperfect as it may be, to construct the trilogy we know
as Crist is valuable as a proof of consciousness in art, and the
transformation that the riddles show in the passage from their Latin
sources furnishes additional evidence of the desire to adorn.

Yet, it is hard not to regret much that was lost in the acquisition
of the new. The reflection of the spirit of paganism, the development
of epic and lyric as we see them in the fragments that remain, begin
to fade and change; at first Christianity is seen to be but thin veneer
over the old heathen virtues, and the gradual assimilation of the Christian
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spirit was not accomplished without harm to the national poetry, or
without resentment on the part of the people. It was many a year
before the hostility to the new faith was overcome and the foreign
elements blended with the native Teutonic spirit. The process of blending
can be seen perfectly at work in such lines as The Charm for Barren
Land, where pagan feeling and nominal Christianity are inextricably
mixed. There, earth spells are mingled with addresses to the Mother
of Heaven. That so much of what remains of Old English literature is
of a religious nature does not seem strange, when it is remembered
through whose hands it has come down to us. Only what appealed to
the new creed or could be modified by it would be retained or adapted,
when the Teutonic spirit became linked with, and tamed by, that of
Rome.

1.4.3 Specific features of Anglo-Saxon poetry
Simile and metaphor

Anglo-Saxon poetry is marked by the comparative rarity of similes.
This is a particular feature of Anglo-Saxon verse style, and is a
consequence of both its structure and the rapidity with which images
are deployed, to be unable to effectively support the expanded simile.
As an example of this, the epic Beowulf contains at best five similes,
and these are of the short variety. This can be contrasted sharply with
the strong and extensive dependence that Anglo-Saxon poetry has upon
metaphor, particularly that afforded by the use of kennings. The most prominent
example of this in The Wanderer is the reference to battle as a “storm of
spears”. This reference to battle gives us an opportunity to see how Anglo-
Saxons viewed battle: as unpredictable, chaotic, violent, and perhaps even a
function of nature. It is with these stylistic and thematic elements in mind, that
one should first approach Anglo-Saxon poetry.

Alliteration

Old English poetry traditionally alliterates, meaning that a sound (usually the
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initial consonant sound) is repeated throughout a line. For instance, in the first line
of Beowulf, "Hwaet! We Gar-Dena | in gear-dagum", (meaning "Lo! We ... of the
Spear Danes in days of yore"), the stressed words Gar-Dena and gear-dagum alliterate
on the consonant "g".

Variation

The Old English poet was particularly fond of describing the same person or
object with varied phrases (often appositives) that indicated different qualities of that
person or object. For instance, the Beowulf poet refers in three and a half lines to
a Danish king as "lord of the Danes" (referring to the people in general), "king of the
Scyldings" (the name of the specific Danish tribe), "giver of rings" (one of the king's
functions is to distribute treasure), and "famous chief". Such variation, which the
modern reader (who likes verbal precision) is not used to, is frequently a difficulty
in producing a readable translation.

Caesura

Old English poetry, like other Old Germanic alliterative verse, is also commonly
marked by the caesura or pause. In addition to setting pace for the line, the caesura
also grouped each line into two couplets.

1.5 CONCLUSION

Thus we see that during the Anglo-Saxon period, poetry undergoes a noticeable
development. As it is the result of hundreds of years of slow growth, it is not
possible to divide the types of verse into definite water tight compartments.
The epic exists in one of its forms in Beowulf, which lacks the finer qualities
of the classical epic, the strict unity, the high dignity, and the broad motive,
though it has vigor and a majesty which have obvious appeal. The lyric has no
real example in Old English, though there are certain poems which have some
of the expressive melancholy and personal emotion associated with the lyric
e.g. The Wanderer and The Seafarer. A comparison between the Caedmon
and Cynewulf schools of poetry shows clearly a development in technique.
There is a greater sureness of handling material, greater individuality of approach,
less reliance on stock phrases, more subtle use of alliteration and a greater
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desire for stylistic effect. This is a natural development of literature.

1.6 GLOSSARY

lineages the members of a person’s family who are directly related to

that person and who lived a long time before him or her

marauding : groups of people going from one place to another killing

bands

or using violence, stealing and destroying

paganism : a religion which worships many gods, specially which existed

before the main world religions.

1.7 SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS

Q)

Ans. :

(i)
Ans :

Name two poems of the Old English that have the touch of lyrical
quality in them.

‘The Wanderer’ and ‘The Seafarer’.
What do you understand by ‘kenning’?

A kenning is a type of circumlocution, in the form of
a compound that employs figurative language in place of a more
concrete single-word noun. Kennings are strongly associated
with Anglo-Saxon poetry. They usually consist of two words, and
are often hyphenated. For example, the word “sword”, may be
replaced with a more abstract compound such as “wound-hoe”,
or a genitive phrase such “ice of shields”.

1.8 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

1. What are the two events in the history of England that influenced

the English poetry in the early Anglo-Saxon period?

2. Give your acquaintance with the story of Beowulf.

3. Write a short note on the pagan poems of the Anglo-Saxon Period.

4. Give a catalogue of the elegiac poems written in the Anglo-Saxon
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period.

Bring out the difference between Caedmon and Cynewulf schools
of poetry.

Write an essay on the specific features of Anglo-Saxon poetry.

During Anglo-Saxon period, poetry undergoes a noticeable
development. Discuss.

1.9 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

Q.1 In “Beowulf,” what is the name of the monster that Beowulf defeats  in

Q.2

Q.3

his first heroic deed?

A) Grendel

B) Dragon

C) Wyrm

D) Troll

“The Wanderer” laments the loss of what?
A) Hissword

B) Hishomeland and lord

C) Hiswealth

D) Hisfamily

In “The Seafarer,” what does the speaker view as the only true source of
security and salvation?

A)  Wealth and riches

B)  Exploration and adventure
C) Earthly pleasures

D) God’s divine grace
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Q.4 What is the primary characteristic of Beowulf’s leadership style?

A)  Dictatorial
B) Humble and submissive
C) Delegative and democratic

D)  Authoritarian and controlling

Q.5 Which of the following literary works is an example of an Anglo-Saxon elegy?

A) “Macbeth”

B)  “The Canterbury Tales”

C) “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight”
D)  “The Seafarer”

Answers: 1A, 2B, 3D, 4C, 5D

1.10
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COURSE CODE:ENG-122 POETRY-I LESSON No. 2

M.A. ENGLISH UNIT -1
LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND
OF POETRY UPTO THE METAPHYSICAL POETS

THE NORMAN CONQUEST TO CHAUCER (1066-1350)
Unit Structure

2.1 Objectives
2.2 Introduction
2.3 French Influence
2.4 Characteristic Features
2.4.1 Changes in the Language
2.4.2  Epic and romance
243 The Lyric Poetry
2.4.4 Religious Poetry
245 Secular Poetry from 1200 to 1350
2.5 Alliterative Verse (14th century)
2.6 King’s English
2.7 Conclusion
2.8 Examination Oriented Questions

2.9 Suggested Readings

2.1 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson the learner shall survey the features of Anglo- Norman poetry in
the history of English literature with reference to its literary and intellectual background.

26



2.2 INTRODUCTION

Anglo-Norman literature is literature composed in the Anglo-Norman
language developed during the period 1066—-1204 when the Duchy of
Normandy and England were united in the Anglo-Norman realm.

The Norman language came to England with William the Conqueror.
Following the Norman conquest, the Norman language became the language
of England's nobility. During the whole of the 12th century Anglo-Norman
(the variety of Norman used in England) shared with Latin the distinction of
being the literary language of England, and it was in use at the court until the
14th century. During the reign of Henry VII English became the native tongue
of the kings of England. The language had undergone certain changes which
distinguished it from the Old Norman spoken in Normandy. An Anglo-Norman
variety of French continued to exist into the early 15th century, though it
was in decline at least from the 1360s, when it was deemed insufficiently
well-known to be used for pleading in court. The French language continued
to enjoy great prestige in the late 14th century.

The most flourishing period of Anglo-Norman literature was from the
beginning of the 12th century to the end of the first quarter of the 13th. The
end of this period is generally said to coincide with the loss of the French
provinces to Philip Augustus, but literary and political history do not correspond
quite so precisely.

2.3 FRENCH INFLUENCE

The literary ideal changed at the Norman conquest of 1066. The conquerors
had forgotten their paganism and the language and traditions of the country of
their origin. They imported the French literary ideal into Great Britain. Anglo-
Saxon literature seemed to disappear entirely. The literature of France became
the first of European literatures in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and spread
its glory and influence far beyond the confines of France. The English took both
matter and manner from French works. Hence we need to be acquainted with
French medieval poetry if we wish to understand Chaucer’s literary origins.
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It is generally recognized that the old French authors wrote with ample clarity.
Needless to say their clarity was not purely abstract. For example, the English poets
adopted the word clere (clear) anew and used it as their French predecessors.
Chaucer begins his most lyrical song with the line:

Hyd, Absolon, thy gilte tresses clere.

Besides, the authors had taste for well lit pictures, which was an outcome of
their joy in life, their pleasure in blue sky and sunlight. They grabbed every opportunity
to shed light upon a picture. Roland, a song of disaster, is a series of brilliant touches.
The portrait of Roland is quite luminous. The French love of fighting had no gloomy
shades. It was rather a love of movement, noise, colour and glory. Unlike Anglo-
Saxon heroes, they leave their mourning and make another beginning. At Hastings,
movement, gaiety and light enter English literature. Half the gifts and aptitudes of
English poetry have then their beginning. Every verse form, every arrangement of
rhymes and every stanza afterwards used in English poetry can be found in French
poetry in seed or in flowers. Hence forth English poetry, like French, had a variety
of forms in proportion to its subjects.

The whole of French medieval literature was known and loved by the Normans
and much of it was translated or imitated by the English. Its aesthetic character
reappeared in Chaucer’s English works three centuries after the conquest. The Normans
had already severed every tie with the language and poetry of Scandia from where
they had emanated. Their conversion to Christianity brought them closer to French
swiftly and fundamentally. For more than a century the language of the Normans
showed no essential difference from French.

2.4 CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES

The Anglo-Norman verse was found to be prosaic in character. It lacked sensibility
and search for beauty. It is made up of versified chronicles and didactic treatises. The
Anglo- Normans were dominated by intellectual curiosity or utilitarianism. The poems
attempt to bring together the legends scattered throughout the land of Great Britain,
and thus to facilitate the fusion of its conflicting races. Their authors united Britons,
Angles and Normans in the praises of the country. The great island had never
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received such homage as was tendered to it in the Brut. The brighter aspect of the
country was discovered, which Anglo Saxon poetry had painted in a vague manner.
Thus Anglo- Norman literature had weakened aesthetic character because its primary
purpose was to instruct and unify the enemy races.

The native purity of the French language was adulterated by contact
with speech which differed from it profoundly. So the more intelligent of
Anglo—Norman writers in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries turned to Latin.
The Latin poets provided the vernacular poets with modes of versification.
The Latin verses exercised a considerable influence on English poetry from
the time the Anglo Saxon line was finally abandoned and new paths were
explored. From this time Latin rhymed verse was allied with French verse to
undermine and overthrow the Anglo Saxon form.

2.4.1 Changes in the Language

English writers made repeated efforts to translate the works of French
poets. The English vocabulary lost a number of words and in exchange
received French words. English came to borrow the words which denoted
the customs ideas imported from Normandy — the terms of warfare, hunting,
chivalry, courtly speech, art, luxury etc. The modern English language had
more numerous words of French origin or words based on Latin and Greek
than Germanic words. Besides there was a modification of the form and the
pronunciation of Anglo Saxon words. There was an increase of the
monosyllables which are so numerous in modern English. Anglo Saxon was
gradually simplified to modern English. The poetic language lost closeness,
freedom and some element of the picturesque but the language as a whole
gained lucidity and precision. The final result of the transformations was not
felt until the sixteenth century. The language of this long period of transition
was called Middle English.

Let us have a glimpse of this slow and deep rooted evolution. At first,
French and English naturally kept separate. The conquerors spoke French
while the ruled spoke Anglo Saxon, which lost the dignity of an official and
of a literary language. After the loss of Normandy by John Lackland in
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1204, the conquerors began to pay attention to the native language. The
simplification of English was a sort of compromise between the two languages.
Now it was possible for the two races to understand each other better. The
words which the Normans found most difficult were gradually dropped and
replaced by their own words. The whole of the thirteenth century was filled with
these changes, which became customary by the fourteenth century. By this time the
Normans had abandoned French to a large extent and the native people brought their
language closer to theirs. Henceforth English reigned alone: in 1350 it took the place
of French as the language of the schools; in 1362 it became that of the law courts;
and in 1399 it was used in Parliament for the first time by Henry IV. During this
period prosody attained to perfect balance with Chaucer, who was the first great
metrical writer of his country.

2.4.2 Epic and romance

The French epic came over to England at an early date. It is believed that
the Chanson de Roland was sung at the battle of Hastings, and some Anglo-
Norman manuscripts of Chansons de geste have survived to this day.
The Pélérinage de Charlemagne was, for instance, only preserved in an Anglo-
Norman manuscript of the British Museum (now lost), although the author was
certainly a Parisian. The oldest manuscript of the Chanson de Roland that we
possess is also a manuscript written in England, and amongst the others of less
importance we may mention La Chang¢un de Willame, the MS. of which has
(June 1903) been published in facsimile at Chiswick.

Although the diffusion of epic poetry in England did not actually inspire any
new chansons de geste, it developed the taste for this class of literature, and the
epic style in which the tales of the Romance of Horn, of Bovon de Hampton,
of Guy of Warwick (still unpublished), of Waldef (still unpublished), and of Fulk
Fitz Warine are treated, is certainly partly due to this circumstance. Although the
last of these works has come down to us only in a prose version, it contains
unmistakable signs of a previous poetic form, and what we possess is really only
a rendering into prose similar to the transformations undergone by many of

the chansons de geste.
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The inter influence of French and English literature can be studied in
the Breton romances and the romans d'aventure even better than in the epic poetry
of the period. The Lay of Orpheus is known to us only through an English imitation, Sir
Orfeo; the Lai du cor was composed by Robert Biket (fr), an Anglo-Norman poet
of the 12th century (Wulff, Lund, 1888). The Lais of Marie de France were written
in England, and the greater number of the romances composing the matiere de
Bretagne seems to have passed from England to France through the medium of
Anglo-Norman.

The legends of Merlin and Arthur, collected in the Historia Regum
Britanniae by Geoffrey of Monmouth (died c. 1154), passed into French literature,
bearing the character which the bishop of St Asaph had stamped upon them. Chrétien
de Troyes's Perceval (c. 1175) is doubtless based on an Anglo-Norman poem.
Robert de Boron (c. 1215) took the subject of his Merlin from Geoffrey of
Monmouth.

Finally, the most celebrated love-legend of the Middle Ages, and one of the
most beautiful inventions of world-literature, the story of Tristan and Iseult, tempted
two authors, Béroul and Thomas, the first of whom is probably, and the second
certainly, Anglo-Norman. One Folie Tristan was composed in England in the
last years of the 12th century.

Less fascinating than the story of Tristan and Iseult, but nevertheless of
considerable interest, are the two romans d'aventure of Hugh of
Rutland, Ipomedon (published by Eugen Kolbing and Koschwitz, Breslau, 1889)
and Protesilaus (still unpublished) written about 1185. The first relates the
adventures of a knight who married the young duchess of Calabria, niece of
King Meleager of Sicily, but was loved by Medea, the king's wife.

The second poem is the sequel to I[pomedon, and deals with the wars and
subsequent reconciliation between Ipomedon's sons, Daunus, the elder, lord of
Apulia, and Protesilaus, the younger, lord of Calabria. Protesilaus defeats Daunus,
who had expelled him from Calabria. He saves his brother's life, is reinvested
with the dukedom of Calabria, and, after the death of Daunus, succeeds to
Apulia. He subsequently marries Medea, King Meleager's widow, who had helped
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him to seize Apulia, having transferred her affection for [pomedon to his younger

SOon.

To these two romances by an Anglo-Norman author, Amadas et Idoine,
of which we only possess a continental version, is to be added. Gaston Paris has
proved indeed that the original was composed in England in the 12th century.

The Anglo-Norman poem on the Life of Richard Coeur de Lion is lost,
and an English version only has been preserved. About 1250 Eustace of Kent
introduced into England the roman d'Alexandre in his Roman de toute
chevalerie, many passages of which have been imitated in one of the oldest
English poems on Alexander, namely, King Alisaunder .

2.4.3 The Lyric Poetry

The only extant songs of any importance are the seventy-one Ballads of
Gower. The remaining songs are mostly of a religious character. Most of
them have been discovered and published by Paul Meyer. Although so
few have come down to us such songs must have been numerous at one
time, owing to the constant intercourse between English, French
and Provencals of all classes. An interesting passage in Piers
Plowman furnishes us with a proof of the extent to which these songs
penetrated into England. We read of:

"... dykers and deluers that doth here dedes ille,
And dryuen forth the longe day with 'Deu, vous saue,
Dame Emme!'" (Prologue, 223 f.)

One of the finest productions of Anglo-Norman lyric poetry written
in the end of the 13th century is the Plainte d'amour, and we may mention,
merely as literary curiosities, various works of a lyrical character written in two
languages, Latin and French, or English and French, or even in three languages,
Latin, English and French. In Early English Lyrics (Oxford, 1907) we have a
poem in which a lover sends to his mistress a love-greeting composed in three
languages, and his learned friend replies in the same style.
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2.4.4 Religious Poetry

Works of piety reappeared towards the end of the twelfth century. Their only
local element is language. Their matter is mainly transcriptions, often literal, from
Latin or French. The problem was to gain the ear of an oppressed poor and ignorant
people. It was therefore necessary to use a very simple language and to multiply
explanations and concrete details. Again and again, an author excuses himself for
using a language so much despised as English. He knows that his style is bad, that
his rhymes are weak but he believes himself justified by his aim. The earliest in date
of this religious poem is Poema Morale. The novelty of this poem is not doctrinal but
formal. In style and versification, these four hundred lines of seven accents, in sections
of four and three, are an innovation, and the form had a high density, for it was
adopted by most of the popular ballads. Since the rhythm is iambic, the line is
roughly syllabic. Almost every one of these lines, which are thymed in couplets,
contains a maxim. The sententious style contrasts with the epical manner of the
Anglo-Saxons. The old phraseology is gone, and has been replaced by a simple
language, without images and bare and precise, but animated by some homely comparisons.
It is like a first essay in blank verse.

There is more poetry in some of the contemporary prayers. The Prayer to Our
Lady contains the first truly artistic and poetic stanzas in the new language. The Life
of Saint Brandan is a translation from the French. It introduced the English to the
enchantments and marvels and the optimism of the beautiful Celtic legend. The Life of
Saint Dunstan by Robert Gloucester is full of homely touches and cordial light
heartedness. Cursor Mundi (1320) is a collection of twenty four thousand lines of
verse. Its aim is to interest the people in the Bible stories. The Pricke of Conscience
by anonymous author is wordy and mediocre but its wide popularity makes it worthy
of study. His aim is to give an impulse to devoutness, by first showing for the miseries
and vicissitudes of this world and then depicting the afterlife, of which his presentment
is as concrete and grossly material as was usual among the preachers of the day. The
ten thousand octosyllabic lines versify his visions and display the childishness of his
matter. He lacks the rough good sense of Langland and Chaucer’s art. The Pricke of
Conscience marks the decline of religious poetry in the first half of the fourteenth
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century.
2.4.5 Secular Poetry from 1200 to 1350

A secular literature that developed during this period was founded
exclusively on French works. It was predominantly chivalrous and was inspired
by French romantic poems. Large portions of these poems of chivalry were
turned into English so that minstrels might tell them to the people. The British
stories were most valued and gave the native poets matter for their most

popular and their most original songs.

In the last quarters of the twelfth century Layamon put Wace’s Brut into
English verse. Wace had glorified Britons at the expense of their Saxon
adversaries. Layamon, as a faithful translator, repeated this story although
he was a pure German by race and tongue. He deserves honour for first
revealing some of the most poetic touches in the story. Yet he was not mere
translator. He is the first writer to weave about King Arthur a fairy lore of
which there is hardly a word in Geoffrey of Monmouth or in Wace. Although
he was awkward and blunt yet he was not unpleasing.

The works which came after his were principally rhymed chronicles.
They are interesting because they have a national character. There is originality
of plot, manner and spirit in the romances of Havelok and Horn, which
were inspired by Scandinavian legends. These works by unknown English
poets are independent, attractive and superior to their French versions. Havelok
is a narrative of octosyllabic couplets. Horn, with its very short lines, has
the form of a lay intended to be sung. Love, which is hardly mentioned in
Havelock, is dominant in Horn. Thus Horn is particularly interesting as
being transitional between the romances of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
and the romantic ballads of the later period. Havelok and Horn show how
much borrowing from French chivalrous poetry went on at this time and how
English poetry was beginning to be even when it borrowed. The poem The
Owl and the Nightingale is older than Havelok and Horn by half a century.
It is the first work in English which is written correctly and under French
influence. In the poem the native words are fitted pleasantly and exactly to
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the foreign form. With the fourteenth century the satirical spirit entered English
in adaptations of the fabliaux. Some of them are so lively that they herald
Chaucer. Such is the fable of Dame Siriz, or the Weeping Bitch.

Some songs of the period are highly lyrical, and their inspiration and form are
entirely French. They have the French way of evoking pictures of spring and flowering
gardens. ‘Alison’ and ‘Springtime’ are examples of graceful songs. There is a more
marked feeling for nature than is seen in most of the French contemporary songs. In
the Springtime, the misery of passion is portrayed. Here is a glimpse of a spontaneous

note:
Sumer is icumen in. Summer is come in.
Lhude sing cuccu. Loudly sing cuckoo.
Groweth sed and bloweth med, Groweth seed and bloweth
mead,
And springth the wde nu. And springeth the wood new.
Sing cuccu. Sing cuckoo.

Folk songs of this type reappear only at the end of the sixteenth century. However
the numerous and exact descriptive touches show a more marked feeling for nature

than was seen in most of the contemporary French songs.

The political songs were inspired by events within the country. They express
aspirations, anger, love, hatred. The minstrels composed them in English for the
people. The tones of the social satire are harsh and coarse. The denounced the
vices of the nobles, the state and the clergy. The Song of the Husbandman
complains of the burden of the taxes and the oppression of the bailiff. Songs
were written even against the king when he was tyrannous. The poetry anticipated
Langland in its denunciation of all the vices of society. The entire national poetry
became patriotic. However the songs lack the narrative element. They simply
chant the praises of the victors and cover the vanquished with insults. Yet they
are interesting as they reflect the national unity and the high self esteem which the
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English nation had acquired. They are a prelude to the rich literature of the next
generation. The great victories of Edward III were being sung in London and
Minot’s poems were popular in the countryside when Chaucer was born. The
number, the originality and the worth of the works in the latter half of the fourteenth
century make it a flowering season in English literature. This English was acquiring
the qualities of courtliness and art. It was ready to become the language of the
court and that of the countryman.

2.5 ALLITERATIVE VERSE (14TH CENTURY)

Although the various classes of society were drawing closer during this age yet
there was a diversity of the dialects of England. Alliterative verse reappeared,
abundant and flourishing in the west of England about the middle of the fourteenth
century. The old verse form came back to life at the moment when the spirit of the
nation was reborn. The poetry of the west regained an epic swing, resumed the use
of the epithets and synonyms necessary to alliteration. There were as many French
and Latin words in the alliterative poems as in Chaucer. However these words
were more Anglicized because the Alliterative poets, being less literate, used English
spellings and used words not as they read them but as they hear them. The four
alliterative poems contained in a single manuscript and entitled Pear/, Purity,
Patience and Sir Gawayn and the Grene Knyght were written around 1360-70.
They have different subject and form but the similarity in the language and feeling
lead us to believe that they were written by the same poet. The author is unknown
but he proves himself an experienced artist. Sir Gawayn and the Grene Knyght,
a well written poem, is remarkable for the liveliness and variety of its scenes. The
story has many similarities with the tale of the second book of the Faerie Queene,
but both in human and in dramatic interest, it is superior to Spencer. William
Langland’s Piers Plowman was the most popular poem of the fourteenth century.
Although the language is more difficult than Chaucer’s, it is less outlandish than that
of Gawain. It was indeed a national poem and quite different in spirit from the
French poems. William Langland was born in 1330, ten years before Chaucer. He
knew the law courts and the legal language. His work is that of a man of profoundly
religious mind, who is indignant at the vices of the society. He gives first a satirical
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picture of the actual world and then a vision of the world as it would be if the
teaching of the Gospel were truly practiced. He was convinced of the need for a
reform of the secular and regular clergy. The boldness and novelty of his thought
are, in this century, really astonishing. However he lacks the art of construction or
arrangement. He loses himself in the confused allegories and pictures. His picture
of the crowd is a contrast to Chaucer’s peaceful picture of the pilgrims. This work
can be praised for its ideas only. The lively satire is accompanied and directed by
an intense religious fervor, which is hardly found in Chaucer. He was a rebel
against the aristocratic system and social inequalities. However owing to lack of art
and music, his work is not worthy of literary merit. This is the reason why in spite
of the immediate popularity of his poem, he had almost no descendants. He is the
last noteworthy writer of the alliterative verse. English verse acquired fixed forms
within his life time but from Chaucer.

2.6 KING’S ENGLISH

London was becoming the social and political centre; the two universities of
Oxford and Cambridge were the intellectual centers of the nation and the king had
his residence here. So the speech of the east Midlands and the district of London
has been called King’s English. Its preeminence was established in the end of the
fourteenth century. However since Anglo-Saxon times, almost all English poetry had
been produced apart from it. It was due to the fact that English was always subordinate
either to Latin or to French or rather Anglo-Norman. The common language of
English was used only for practical purposes. It was considered too mean for literary
purposes.

John Gower, a contemporary of Chaucer, wrote in Latin and French but quite
later he started writing in English under the influence of Chaucer’s success. He is
remembered primarily for three major works, the Mirour de I'Omme, Vox Clamantis,
and Confessio Amantis, three long poems written in French, Latin, and English
respectively, which are united by common moral and political themes. The stories in
Confessio Amantis are chiefly adapted from classical and medieval sources and are
told with a tenderness and the restrained narrative art that constitute Gower’s main
appeal today. Gower is the last in date of the Anglo-Norman poets. He was a typical
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average poet of his century.

With the Norman conquest of England, beginning in 1111 the Anglo-Saxon
language rapidly diminished as a written literary language. The new aristocracy
spoke predominantly Norman, and this became the standard language of courts,
parliament, and polite society. As the invaders integrated, their language and
literature mingled with that of the natives: the Oil dialect of the upper classes
became Anglo-Norman, and Anglo-Saxon underwent a gradual transition into Middle
English.

While Anglo-Norman or Latin was preferred for high culture, English literature
by no means died out, and a number of important works illustrate the development
of the language. Around the turn of the 13th century, Layamon wrote his Brut,
based on Wace's 12th century Anglo-Norman epic of the same name; Layamon's
language is recognizably Middle English, though his prosody shows a strong
Anglo-Saxon influence remaining. Other transitional works were preserved as
popular entertainment, including a variety of romances and lyrics. With time, the
English language regained prestige, and in 1362 it replaced French and Latin
in Parliament and courts of law.

It was with the 14th century that major works of English literature began
once again to appear; these include the so - called Pearl Poet's Pearl, Patience,
Cleanness, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Langland's political and
religious allegory Piers Plowman; Gower's Confessio Amantis; and the works
of Chaucer, the most highly regarded English poet of the Middle Ages, who was
seen by his contemporaries as a successor to the great tradition of Virgil and Dante.

2.7 CONCLUSION

Thus the poetry in this period developed greatly from the stylistic point of
view. It is clear from the comparison between Lazamon’s Brut and Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight. From artless the poet becomes the conscious artist.
When faced with more difficult material, the poets tend to become obscure.
Their arduous and obscure task was gradually to merge the so disparate elements
of the new language into a harmonious whole. Whoever listens to the poetry
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attentively at once perceives discords and then becomes aware of the progress

realized. Some poets have been able to tell their tales fluently or to sing with

some grace or warmth of feeling in short lined verse. This English was still

deficient in courtliness and art but it was ready to become the language of the

court as well as that of the countryman.

2.8 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

1.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Who is credited with bringing the Norman language to England?
William the Conquerer.
What was the most flourishing period of Anglo-Norman literature?

From the beginning of the twelfth century to the end of the first quarter
of the thirteenth century.

What was the consequence of the Normans’ conversion to Christianity?
It brought them closer to French swiftly and fundamentally.

What was the cause of the weakened aesthetic character of Anglo-
Norman literature?

Its primary purpose was to instruct and unify the enemy races of Britons,
Angels and Normans.

What was the contribution of the Latin poets to the Anglo-Norman
writers?

They provided them with modes of versification.
When did English replace French:

(1)  as the language of the schools?

(i) as the language of the courts?

(i) as the language of the Parliament?

@ 1350

@) 1362
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Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

10.

Ans.

I1.

Ans.

12.

Ans.

13.
14.
15.
16.

17.

@) 1399
What was the most celebrated love legend of the Middle Ages?
The story of Triston and Iseult.

Which author, German by race and tongue, put Wace’s Brut into English
verse?

Layamon.

Name the two rhymed English chronicles (romances) by unknown authors
inspired by Scandinavian legends.

Havelok and Horn.

Name Langland’s most popular poem of the fourteenth century.

Piers Plowman.

Name the first work in English written correctly and under French influence.
The Owl and the Nightingale.

Who was the last in date of the Anglo-Norman poets?

John Gower.

What does Anglo Norman literature refer to?

What do you understand by the term Middle English?

What was the significance of the romances of Havelok and Horn?

Despite immediate popularity of Langland, he had almost no descendants.
Give reasons.

What do you understand by King’s English?
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COURSE CODE:ENG-122 POETRY-I LESSON No. 3

M.A. ENGLISH UNIT - I
LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND
OF POETRY UPTO THE METAPHYSICAL POETS

CHAUCER TO RENAISSANCE

STRUCTURE

3.1 Objectives
3.2 Introduction
3.3 Chaucer’s Influence
3.3.1 Linguistic
3.3.2  Literary
3.3.3  English
3.4 From Death of Chaucer to Renaissance (1400 to 1516)
3.4.1 Poetry in England
3.4.2  Scottish Poetry of the Period
3.5 Conclusion
3.6 Short Answer Questions
3.7 Examination Oriented Questions

3.8 Suggested Readings

3.1 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson learner shall study the literary and intellectual background of poetry
during the times of Chaucer to the Renaissance.
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3.2 INTRODUCTION

The late fourteenth century English poetry has been demarcated as the “first
age’ and Chaucer is described as “Father of English poetry’. There remain
indisputable grounds for regarding the contribution of Chaucer and certain of his
contemporaries as foundational in the history of English poetry. Hence the late
fourteenth century is a distinctive and crucial literary period. Late fourteenth
century England produced the first English poetry that has continued to be read
and responded to throughout subsequent periods.

Geoffrey Chaucer, known as the Father of English literature, is widely
considered the greatest English poet of the Middle Ages and was the first poet
to be buried in Poets' Corner of Westminster Abbey. Chaucer was a crucial figure
in developing the legitimacy of the vernacular, Middle English, at a time when the
dominant literary languages in England were French and Latin.

He was born in London about 1340. He had an active life with diverse
engagements. He was page, squire, diplomat and official in turns. His great
patron was John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster and son of Edward III. From the
age of about thirty he was charged with diplomatic missions to France, Flanders
and Italy in succession.

3.3 CHAUCER’S INFLUENCE
3.3.1 Linguistic

Chaucer wrote in continental accentual-syllabic meter, a style which had
developed since around the 12th century as an alternative to the alliterative
Anglo-Saxon meter. Chaucer is known for metrical innovation, inventing the
rhyme royal, and he was one of the first English poets to use the five-stress
line, a decasyllabic cousin to the iambic pentameter, in his work, with only a
few anonymous short works using before him. He imported the decasyllabic
line from France and under Italian influence made it pliable. The arrangement
of these five-stress lines into rhyming couplets, first seen in his The Legend of
Good Women, was used in much of his later work and became one of the
standard poetic forms in English. His early influence as a satirist is also important,
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with the common humorous device, the funny accent of a regional dialect,
apparently making its first appearance in The Reeve’s Tale.

The poetry of Chaucer, along with other writers of the era, is credited with
helping to standardize the London dialect of the Middle English language from a
combination of the Kentish and Midland dialects. Modern English is somewhat
distanced from the language of Chaucer’s poems owing to the effect of the Great
Vowel Shift some time after his death. This change in the pronunciation of English,
still not fully understood, makes the reading of Chaucer difficult for the modern
audience. The status of the final —e in Chaucer’s verse is uncertain: it seems
likely that during the period of Chaucer’s writing the final —e was dropping out
of colloquial English and that its use was somewhat irregular. Chaucer’s versification
suggests that the final —e sometimes to be vocalized, and sometimes to be silent;
however, this remains a point on which there is disagreement. When it is vocalized,
most scholars pronounce it as a schwa (the vowel sound in the ‘a’ of the word
‘about’). Apart from the irregular spelling, much of the vocabulary is recognizable
to the modern reader. Chaucer is also recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary
as the first author to use many common English words in his writings. These
words were probably frequently used in the language at the time but Chaucer,
with his ear for common speech, is the earliest manuscript source. Acceptable,
alkali, altercation, amble, angrily, annex, annoyance, approaching, arbitration,
armless, army, arrogant, arsenic, arc, artillery and aspect are some of the many
English words attested in Chaucer.

3.3.2 Literary

Widespread knowledge of Chaucer’s works is attested by the many poets
who imitated or responded to his writing. John Lydgate was one of the earliest
poets to write continuations of Chaucer’s unfinished Tales while Robert Henryson’s
Testament of Cresseid completes the story of Cressida left unfinished in his
Troilus and Criseyde. Many of the manuscripts of Chaucer’s works contain
material from these poets and later appreciations by the romantic era poets were
shaped by their failure to distinguish the later ‘additions’ from original Chaucer.
Writers of the 17th and 18th centuries, such as John Dryden, admired Chaucer
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for his stories, but not for his rhythm or rhyme, as few critics could then read
Middle English. It was not until the late 19th century that the official Chaucerian
canon, accepted today, was decided upon, largely as a result of Walter William
Skeats’s work. Roughly seventy five years after Chaucer’s death, The Canterbury
Tales was selected by William Caxton to be one of the first books to be printed
in England. The idea of The Canterbury Tales was a novel idea. It was a turning
point in European thought. It was more than a literary innovation. It was a
change of mental attitude. Poetry turned to the study of man and manners. By
his grouping of representatives of the different callings, he has painted with minute
exactness the body and soul of the society of his times. The persons he has
painted are discovered by their own actions and words.

3.3.3 English

Unlike Gower, Chaucer was not tempted either by Latin or by French.
His immediate choice was London English, King’s English. Although the language
was in a poor state, Chaucer had great faith in this living language. He
disregarded and debased artificial and prosaic Anglo-Norman and expressed
in English all the graces and refinements he found in the poetry of France. His
later poems, written after his journey to Italy in 1372, show traces of the
influence of the Italian poetry. From Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio, he learnt
to enrich his line with glowing images and impassioned themes. In his Troylus,
he was half Italian and half English. In his masterpiece he was to be all
English.

Chaucer is sometimes considered the source of the English vernacular tradition.
His achievement for the language can be seen as part of a general historical trend
towards the creation of a vernacular literature, after the example of Dante, in many
parts of Europe. Although Chaucer’s language is much closer to Modern English than
the text of Beowulf, such that (unlike that of Beowulf) a modern English speaker with
a large vocabulary of archaic words may understand it, it differs enough that most
publications modernize his idiom. Following is a sample from the prologue of ‘The
Summoner’s Tale’ that compares Chaucer’s text to a modern translation:
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Original Text
This frere bosteth that he
knoweth helle,

And God it woot, that it is
litel wonder;

Freres and feendes been but.
Iyte asonder

For, pardee, ye han ofte tyme
herd telle

How that a frere ravyshed was
to helle

In spirit ones by a visioun,

And as an angel ladde hym up ,
and doun

To shewen hym the peynes that
the were,

In al the place saugh he nat a frere;

Of oother folk he saugh ynowe in wo.

Unto this angel spak the frere tho:

Now, sire, quod he, han freres
swich a grace

That noon of hem shal come to
this place?
Yis, quod this aungel, many a
millioun!
46

Modern Translation
This friar boasts that he
knows hell,

And God knows that it is
little wonder;

Friars and fiends are seldom
far apart.

For, by God, you have
ofttimes heard tell

How a friar was taken to hell

In spirit, once by a vision,

And as an angel led him up
and down,

To show him the pains that
were there,

In all the place he saw not
a friar,

Of other folk he saw enough

in woe.

Unto this angel spoke the
friar thus:

"Now sir"”, said he, "Have

friars such a grace

That none of them come to
this place?”

"Yes", said the angel, "many
a million!"



And unto sathanas he ladde hym
doun.

--And now hath sathanas,--seith
he,--a tayl

Brodder than of a carryk is the
sayl.

Hold up thy tayl, thou sathanas!
--quod he;

--shewe forth thyn ers, and lat
the frere se

Where is the nest of freres in
this place!--

And er that half a furlong wey
of space,

Right so as bees out swarmen
from an hyve,

Out of the develes ers ther gonne

dryve

Twenty thousand freres on a route,

And thurghout helle swarmed al

aboute,

And comen agayn as faste as
they may gon,

And in his ers they crepten
everychon.
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And unto Satan the angel led
him down.

"And now Satan has", he said,
"a tail,

Broader than a galleon's sail.

Hold up your tail, Satan!"
said he.

"Show forth your arse, and
let the friar see

Where the nest of friars is in
this place!”

And before half a furlong of
space,

Just as bees swarm out from
a hive,

Out of the devil's arse there
were driven

Twenty thousand friars on

a rout,

And throughout hell swarmed
all about,

And came again as fast as
they could go,

And every one crept into his

arse.



He clapte his tayl agayn and lay He shut his tail again and
lay very ful stille still

Thus, Chaucer comes before us as a painter of life. He writes in a dialect
still new, uses words which he was the first to put to real literary use. Chaucer
begins English poetry and ends Middle Ages. He inherited all the literature of
France and breathed new language into it. In The Canterbury Tales, the element
of the poet’s personality has been subdued, superseded by pleasure in observing
and understanding. Chaucer sees what is and paints it as he sees it. He is a
pioneer of the group of spectators who efface themselves in order to look at the
society better.

3.4 FROM DEATH OF CHAUCER TO RENAISSANCE (1400 TO 1516)
3.4.1 Poetry in England

Gower, after Chaucer’s success, made up his mind to write in English. But
his work in English Confessio Amantis is a tiresome poem of some 40,000 verses
which is in the allegory-dream framework tradition. Unfortunately the Chaucer
whose followers noticed and liked more was the Chaucer of the Roman de la
Rose tradition and not that of the Canterbury Tales tradition. Chaucer’s best
followers were Lydgate and Occleve but they lack genius.

England was going through the end of the Middle Ages and the corruption
of the Medieval system is somewhat illustrated in the work of these minor poets
through the decadence of the courts and of the nobility. With the Norman Conquest,
French lords substituted for Anglo-Saxon lords. Later Henry II and the Hundred
Years War refreshed the great French influence on England. The French courtly
love tradition which influenced Dante and Petrarch brought about in England a
Roman de la Rose tradition with works about knight and King Arthur and Sir
Gawain and Lancelot. All this tradition found in England is best represented in
Geoffrey Chaucer who is the great achievement of the English Middle Ages. But
the Hundred Years War and the War of the Roses left a disastrous situation in
England. The last of the French territories diminished the French influence and
the destruction of many noble families created a situation which the Tudors would
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exploit very well. The great wars of the Middle Ages, which are on one side the
golden years of nobility’s influence, chivalric myth and courtly love, mark, on the
other side, the end, in England, of nobility’s power and culture of the Middle
Ages themselves. And with the rise of a new social and political order, a new
philosophy and art came into being.

The English literary scene after Chaucer is not much inspiring. England took two
centuries to produce a poet worthy to rank with Chaucer. No writer of genius was
born during these long years. The English verse form was thrown off its balance and
recovered a sure rhythm only with Spenser. John Lydgate (1373-1450) was the most
voluminous poet of the fourteenth century and even of the Middle Ages of England.
About 1,40,00 lines of his verse are extant. He was principally an indefatigable
translator and compiler. His longest poems are The Storie of Thebes and Troye-
Book, which retell the famous romances, The Fall of Princes, adapted from the
Latin of Boccaccio. However he delved himself so deep in books that it is certainly
from books that he seems to have taken most of his verses which speak of nature.

Alexander Barclay (1474-1552) was the first to introduce the eclogue to his
fellow countrymen. An eclogue is a poem in a classical style on a pastoral subject.
Poems in this genre are sometimes also called bucolic. In his youth he had written
five eclogues, which he published in 1514. They have nothing of the idyll but are
moral satires, discussions between a townsman and a countryman, between a poor
poet and a rich miser, an exposition of a courtier’s life. Barclay has the merits of
sincerity of speech and realism but his language is rude and his verse suffers from the
general lack of rhythm.

The fashionable school of courtly allegory, first introduced into England by the
translation of the Romaunt of the Rose, reached its extremity in Stephen Hawes’s
Passetyme of Pleasure, printed by Caxton’s successor, Wynkyn de Worde in 1517.
This was a dreary and pedantic poem, in which it is told how Graunde Amoure, after
a long series of adventures and instructions finally won the love of La Belle Pucel.
Hawes was a mediocre poet. His style, entangled by awkward constructions, is
among the worst known to English poetry. Barclay and Skelton, the last two writers
of verse who are in the medieval tradition, at least show some novelty of subject or
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manner.

John Skelton (1460-1529), who was the tutor of the future Henry VIII, won
praise from Erasmus as a learned humanist. He was very well acquainted with ancient
poets and was mindful of the mythology of antiquity. His poetry represents the last
stirrings of the dying Middle Ages. He mingled the old fashions with the new classical
learning. In his Bowge of Courte and in other of his earlier pieces, he used, like
Hawes, Chaucer’s seven-line stanza but his later poems were mostly written in a
verse of his own invention, called after him Skeltonical. This was a sort of glorified
doggerel, in short, swift, ragged lines, with occasional intermixture of French and
Latin..

Her beautye to augment,
Dame Nature hath her lent
A warte upon her cheke,
Who so Ilyst to seke
In  her visage a skar
That semyth from afar
Lyke to the radiant star,
All  with  favour  fret,
So properly it is set.
She is the violet,
The daysy  delectable,
The columbine commendable,
The  jelofer amiable;
For this most godly floure,
This blossom of fresh colour,
So Jupiter me succor,
She flouryshethnew and new
In beaute and vertew;
Hac claritate  gemina,
O gloriosa femina, etc.

Skelton was a rude railing rhymer, a singular mixture of a true and original poet
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with a buffoon; whimsical, obscure but always vivacious. In this age of repetitions,
Skelton pleases because he is brutal and coarse. He was the rector of Diss in
Norfolk but his profane and scurrilous wit seems rather out of keeping with his
clerical character. In Spake, Parrot and Why Come ye not to Courte? he assailed
the powerful Cardinal Wolsey with the most ferocious satire and was, in consequence,
obliged to take sanctuary at Westminster, where he died in 1529.

3.4.2 Scottish Poetry of the Period

It is the most glorious period of all old Scottish poetry. King James I (1394-
1436) was the first of the poets of Scotland who were influenced by Chaucer. In
his The Kingis Quair, he expresses in verse a romantic incident of his life. At eleven
years of age he was taken captive by the English and was kept prisoner for nineteen
years in France. During this captivity he fell in love with Lady Jane Beaufort, niece
to Henry IV, whom he married in 1424. James’s poem is inspired by Chaucer’s The
Knight's Tale, his translation of the Roman de la Rose and Troylus and Criseyde.
However there is freshness in his imitations which is quite personal.

Gavin Douglas (1474-1522) was a Scottish bishop, poet and translator. His
principal pioneering achievement was the Eneados, a full and faithful vernacular
translation of the Aeneid of Virgil and the first successful example of its kind in
any Anglic language.

William Dunbar (1460-1520) was a poet of striking undisciplined power and one
of the great names in Scottish literature. He is the Burns of the fifteenth century, with
something of the poet’s passion for beauty, native humor and force of expression. He
excels in every verse form. He uses Langland’s alliterative line with as much success as
the Chaucerian meter. Some scholars regard Dunbar as the greatest British poet between
Chaucer and Spenser. He wrote allegorical poems and satirical ballads. Dunbar’s poems
praise and sometimes imitate his great English predecessors — Chaucer, Gower and
Lydgate- and it is accurate to say that his poetry represents the culmination of medieval
poetic practice. At the same time, it is also appropriate to point out that some of his
poems seem to anticipate the poetry of such sixteenth and seventeenth century poets as
Wyatt and Donne, Herbert and Milton and in Scottish literary tradition, the poetry of
Robert Burns.
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THE OLD BALLADS

A ballad is a form of verse, often a narrative set to music. Ballads derive from
the medieval French ballads, which were originally ‘dancing songs’. The Scottish
ballads had become increasingly popular after Chaucer’s death. They were a refreshing
contrast with the artificial court poetry of the 15th and first three quarters of the
16th century. The English and Scot ballads were narrative songs, written in a
variety of meters but chiefly in what is known as the ballad stanza. It is not possible
to assign a definite date to these ballads. They lived on the lips of the people, and
were seldom reduced to writing till many years after they were first composed and
sung. Meanwhile they underwent repeated changes, so that we have numerous
versions of the same story. They belonged to no particular author but, like all folk
lore, were handled freely by the unknown poets, minstrels and ballad reciters, who
modernized their language, added to them or corrupted them and passed them
along. Coming out of an uncertain past, based on some dark legend of heart break
or bloodshed, they bear no poet’s name. in the form in which they are preserved,
few of them are older than the 17th or the latter part of thel6th century, though
many, in their original shape are doubtless much older. A very few of the Robin
Hood ballads go back to the 15th century, and to the same period is assigned the
charming ballad of the Nut Brown Maid and the famous border ballad of Chevy
Chase, which describes a battle between the retainers of the two great houses of
Douglas and Percy. It was this song of which Sir Philip Sidney wrote, “I never
heard the old song of Percy and Douglas but I found myself more moved than by
a trumpet.” The style of the ballads was not always rude. In their compressed
energy of expression, in the impassioned way in which they tell their tale of grief
and horror, there reside often a tragic power and art superior to anything in English
poetry between Chaucer and Spenser. The true home of the ballad literature was
especially the Scotch border where constant military activities supplied many traditions
of heroism, like those celebrated in the old poem of the Battle of Otterbourne
and in the Hunting of the Cheviot or Chevy Chase. Some of these are Scotch
and others English; the dialect of Lowland Scotland did not differ much from that
of Northumberland and Yorkshire, both descended alike from the old Northumbrian
of Anglo-Saxon times. Other ballads were shortened, popular versions of the
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chivalry romances, which were passing out of fashion among educated readers in
the 16th century and now fell into the hands of the ballad makers. Others preserved
the memory of local countryside tales, family feuds and tragic incidents, partly
historical and partly legendary, associated often with particular spots. Such are, for
example, The Dowie Dens of Yarrow, Fair Helen of Kirkconnell, The Forsaken
Bride and The Twa Corbies. Others have a coloring of popular superstition, like
the beautiful ballad concerning Thomas of Ersyldoune, who goes in at Eildon Hill
with an elf queen and spends seven years in a fairy land.

However the most popular of all the ballads were those which cluster
about the name of that good outlaw, Robin Hood, with his merry men,
hunted the forest of Sherwood, where he killed the king’s deer and waylaid
rich travelers but was kind to poor knights and honest workmen. Robin
Hood is the true ballad hero, the darling of the common people as Arthur
was of the nobles. The names of his confessor, Friar Tuck; his mistress Maid
Marian; his companions, Little John, Scathelock and Much, the miller’s son
were as familiar as household words. Langland in the 14™ century mentions
‘rimes of Robin Hood’ and efforts have been made to identify him with some
actual personage but there seems to be nothing historical about Robin Hood.
He was a creation of the popular fancy. The game laws under the Norman
kings were very oppressive and there were dim memories among the Saxon
masses of Herward and Edric the Wild, who had defied the power of the
Conqueror, as well as of later freebooters, who had taken to the woods and
lived by plunder. Robin Hood was a thoroughly national character. He had
the English love of fair play, the English readiness to shake hands and make
up and keep no malice when defeated in a square fight. He beat and plundered
the fat bishops and abbots, who had more than their share of wealth but he
was generous and hospitable to the distressed and lived a free and careless
life in the good green wood. He was a mighty archer with those national
weapons, the long bow and the cloth yard shaft. He tricked and baffled legal
authority in the person of the proud sheriff of Nottingham, thereby appealing
to the secret sympathy of the yeomanry of England.
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Addison too praised ballad in his Spectator. He realized the ballad’s Homeric
qualities and used it as a text to preach that the beautiful is the simple. Chevy Chase
was one of the medieval poems which induced Romanticism. The very irregularity of
its verses was found to have a special charm and this rudeness inspired Coleridge to
give a new harmony to his Ancient Mariner and to his Christabel. The Nut-brown
Maid has thirty six-lined stanzas with their alternating refrains. It is an artistic composition
with simplicity of style and sincerity of tone.

3.5 CONCLUSION

With the Norman Conquest of England, beginning in 1111, the Anglo-
Saxon language rapidly diminished as a written literary language. The new
aristocracy spoke predominantly Norman and this became the standard language
of courts, parliament and polite society. As the invaders integrated, their language
and literature mingled with that of the natives: the dialect of the upper classes

became Anglo-Norman and Anglo-Saxon underwent a gradual transition into
Middle English.

While Anglo-Norman or Latin was preferred for high culture, English literature
not by any means died out, and a number of important works illustrate the
development of the language. Around the turn of the 13th century, Layamon
wrote his Brut based on Wace’s 12th century Anglo-Norman epic of the same
name. Layamon’s language is recognizably English, though his prosody shows a
strong Anglo-Saxon influence remaining. Other transitional works were preserved
as popular entertainment, including a variety of romances and lyrics. With time
the English language regained prestige, and in 1362 it replaced French and Latin
in Parliament and courts of law.

It was with the 14th century that major works of English literature began once
again to appear. These include the so called Pear! Poets Pearl, Patience, Cleanness
and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight; Langland’s political and religious allegory
Piers Plowman; Gower’s Confessio Amantis and the works of Chaucer, the most
highly regarded English poet of the Middle Ages, who was seen by his contemporaries
as a successor to the great tradition of Virgil and Dante.
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The reputation of Chaucer’s successors in the 15" century has suffered in
comparison with him, though Lydgate and Skelton are widely studied. A group of
Scottish writers were influenced by Chaucer. The rise of Scottish poetry began with
the writing of The Kingis Quair by James I of Scotland. The main poets of this

Scottish group were Robert Henryson, William Dunbar and Gavin Douglas. Henryson

and Douglas introduced a note of almost savage satire, which may have owed

something to the Gaelic bards, while Douglas’ Eneados, a translation into Middle

Scots of Virgil’s Aeneid, was the first compete translation of any major work of

classical antiquity into English or the Anglic language

3.6 SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS

1.

Ans.

Ans.

What invention in poetic meter is Chaucer credited with?

Geoffrey Chaucer introduced Rhyme royal, a thyming stanza form into
English poetry. It consists of seven lines, usually in iambic pentameter.
The rhyme scheme is ababbcc. In practice, the stanza can be constructed
either as a tercet and two couplets (aba, bb, cc) or a quartrain and a
tercet (abab, bce). Along with the couplet, it was the standard narrative
meter in late Middle Ages. Chaucer may have adopted the form from

a French ballad stanza or from the Italian Ottava rima, with the omission
of the fifth line.

What is Great Vowel Shift?

The Great Vowel Shift was a major change in the pronunciation of the
English language that took place in England between 1350 and 1700.
Because English spelling was becoming standardized in the 15" and 16"
centuries, the Great Vowel Shift is responsible for many of the peculiarities
of English spelling. For example, the vowel in the English word same
was in Middle English pronounced similar to modern psal/m; the vowel
in feet was similar to modern fate; the vowel in wipe was similar to
modern weep, the vowel in boot was similar to modern boat and the
vowel in mouse was similar to modern moose.

55



3. What is a Schwa?

Ans. A schwa refers to the mid central vowel sound (rounded or unrounded)
in the middle of the vowel chart, denoted by the IPA symbol / / or
another vowel sound closer to that position. An example in English is
the vowel sound in the ‘a’ of the word ‘about’.

4. What is an eclogue?

Ans. An eclogue is a poem in a classical style on pastoral subject. Poems in
the genre are sometimes also called bucolic.

5. What is Skeltonical verse?

Ans. This was a sort of glorified doggerel, in short, swift, ragged lines with
occasional intermixture of French and Latin.

6. What is King James I’s poem Kingis Quair inspired by?

Ans. James’s poem is inspired by Chaucer’s The Knight'sTale, his
translation of the Roman de la Rose and the Troylus and Criseyde.

3.7 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

l. Write a note on Chaucer’s influence through his works.

2. The Canterbury Tales is a turning point in European thought.
Discuss.

3. Chaucer is sometimes considered the source of the English vernacular

tradition. Elaborate.
4. Write a note on English literary scene after Chaucer.
5. What do you know about the ballad tradition?
3.8 SUGGESTED READINGS

*  (Cazamian, Louis and Raymond Las Vergnas. History of English Literature.
Macmillan. 1981.
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COURSE CODE:ENG-122 POETRY-I LESSON No. 4

M.A. ENGLISH UNIT - I
LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND
OF POETRY UPTO THE METAPHYSICAL POETS

RENAISSANCE TO THE METAPHYSICAL POETS
STRUCTURE

4.1 Objectives

4.2 Introduction

4.3 The Renaissance in England

4.4 Early Renaissance Poetry

4.5 Elizabethan Poetry from 1590 to the Metaphysical Poets
4.6 Conclusion

4.7 Short Answer Questions

4.8 Examination Oriented Questions

4.9 Multiple Choice Questions

4.10 Suggested Readings

4.1 OBJECTIVES

In this unit learner shall study the literary and intellectual background of poetry
during the Renaissance period up to the Metaphysical poets.

4.2 INTRODUCTION

The Renaissance is a period from the 14th to the 17th century, considered the
bridge between the Middle Ages and Modern history. It started as a cultural movement in
Italy in the late Medieval period and later spread to the rest of Europe. It began
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in Florence, Italy, in the 14th century.

The word Renaissance, literally meaning "Rebirth" in French, first appears in
English in the 1830s. The Renaissance was a cultural movement that profoundly
affected European intellectual life in the early modern period. Beginning in Italy, and
spreading to the rest of Europe by the 16th century, its influence was felt in literature,
philosophy, art, music, politics, science, religion, and other aspects of intellectual
inquiry. Renaissance scholars employed the humanist method in study, and searched
for realism and human emotion in art.

4.3 THE RENAISSANCE IN ENGLAND

The Renaissance was slow in coming to England, with the generally
accepted start date being around 1509. It is also generally accepted that
the English Renaissance extended until the Restoration in 1660. However,
a number of factors had prepared the way for the introduction of the new
learning long before this start date. A number of medieval poets had shown
an interest in the ideas of Aristotle and the writings of European Renaissance
precursors such as Dante.

The introduction of movable-block printing by Caxton in 1474 provided the
means for the more rapid dissemination of new or recently rediscovered writers
and thinkers. Caxton also printed the works of Chaucer and Gower and these
books helped establish the idea of a native poetic tradition that was linked to its
European counterparts. In addition, the writings of English humanists like Thomas
More and Thomas Elyot helped bring the ideas and attitudes associated with the

new learning to an English audience.

Three other factors in the establishment of the English Renaissance were
the Reformation, Counter Reformation, and the opening of the era of English
naval power and overseas exploration and expansion. The establishment of
the Church of England in 1535 accelerated the process of questioning the Catholic
world-view that had previously dominated intellectual and artistic life. At the
same time, long-distance sea voyages helped provide the stimulus and information
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that underpinned a new understanding of the nature of the universe which resulted
in the theories of Nicolaus Copernicus and Johannes Kepler.

On the other hand, although the spread of Protestantism all over England
caused her to break with the Middle ages more decidedly than France
and Italy, her literature remained more nearly medieval than that of either
of the two countries. Literature in the preceding centuries had been almost
all imported from France and had mainly consisted of translations and
adaptations. It had not assumed a truly national shape. The greatest poet
Chaucer had been essentially French. While in France the Renaissance was
eminently aristocratic, in England it was always regardful of the masses. It

preserved and increased the vogue of the ballads.
4.4 EARLY RENAISSANCE POETRY

With a small number of exceptions, the early years of the 16th century are
not particularly notable. The Douglas Aeneid was completed in 1513 and John
Skelton wrote poems that were transitional between the late Medieval and Renaissance
styles. The new king, Henry VIII, was something of a poet himself. Two poets
of the court, Wyatt and Surrey, brought about renewal of poetry and it was in
Italy that they found both models and stimulus.

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-42), admired lyrical poetry which he found
in France and Italy. He had a desire to fashion English verse on the model
of the Italians. Wyatt's first professed object was to experiment with the
English tongue, to civilise it, to raise its powers to those of its neighbours. He
borrowed from the Italians poetic forms which were unknown to his fellow
countrymen, like Dante’s terza rima and Petrarchian sonnet. The sonnet
was then the principal vehicle for the direct expression of personal feeling,
without recourse to fiction of allegory. It was by the sonnet that lyricism
again entered English poetry. The brevity of the form necessitated the use
of the rare word, the metaphor, subtlety and condensation. A significant
amount of his literary output consists of translations and imitations of
sonnets by the Italian poet Petrarch; he also wrote sonnets of his own. He
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took subject matter from Petrarch's sonnets, but his rhyme schemes make
a significant departure. Petrarch's sonnets consist of an "octave",
rhyming abba abba, followed, after a turn (volta) in the sense, by a "sestet"
with various rhyme schemes. Wyatt employs the Petrarchian octave, but
his most common sestet scheme is cddc ee. This marks the beginnings of
an exclusively "English" contribution to sonnet structure that is three quatrains
and a closing couplet.

Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, (1516 —1547), was an English aristocrat,
and one of the founders of English Renaissance poetry. He and his friend Sir
Thomas Wyatt were the first English poets to write in the sonnet form. Surrey
was less directly influenced by the Italians than Wyatt and had a perfectly
just sense of what befitted the poetry of the nation. He substituted the less
elaborate and easier English form which Shakespeare later adopted, three
quatrains with different rhymes followed by a couplet. However, chiefly he
was the first English poet to publish blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentameter)
in his translation of the second and fourth books of Virgil's Adeneid. Owing to
him, English poetry acquired a magnificent instrument, which once perfected,
became the meter of the drama and of the epic. Thus together, Wyatt and
Surrey, due to their excellent translations of Petrarch's sonnets, are known as
"Fathers of the English Sonnet". While Wyatt introduced the sonnet into English,
it was Surrey who gave them the rhyming meter and the division into quatrains
that now characterizes the sonnets variously named English, Elizabethan

or Shakespearean sonnets.

Thomas Sackville (1536-1608) was the only poet after Wyatt and
Surrey and before Spenser who left memorable verses behind him. He
reverted to the medieval tradition. His only contribution to poetry, other
than drama, was the Induction, which was followed by The Complaint
of the Duke of Buckingham, written in 1563 for the Mirror of Magistrates.
This Mirror was a series of stories concerning the misfortunes of the
great figures in English history and was written by several poets. Sackville
conceived the idea of the collection, and its verses constitute its only
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merit. His Induction, written in the seven line stanza (ababbcc) beloved
of Chaucer, takes us back to the vision and allegories of the Roman de
la Rose. He used an English which had contracted its grammar and dropped
its terminations, and he reconstituted alternating accents more regularly
than even Wyatt and Surrey.

The men of the Renaissance who reestablished rhythm were preoccupied
by ancient meters. It was they who first used the words iambus, trochee and
spondee to denote the combinations of accentuated and unaccentuated syllables
in their lines. Versification wavered for sometime between anarchy and excessive
regularity before it reached equilibrium. Sackville had undeniable artistic sense
and Spenser was inspired by him when he painted the gloomiest pictures in
The Faerie Queene. Thus Sackville deserves to be called the connecting link
between Chaucer and Spenser. He deserves the glory of having helped to
renew English poetry.

THE PIONEERS: LYLY, SIDNEY AND SPENSER

Lyly, Sidney and Spenser were the three men who, about 1578, simultaneously,
were initiators of the literature dedicated to beauty. Hence the three are being presented
here side by side.

John Lyly (1554-1606), is the first of the writers who consciously and persistently
used an artistic style and whose chief aspiration was to say a thing well. He was
the father of euphuism and was born of a family of grammarians. He has been
justifiably called the first English novelist or the first story teller who painted
society romantically. His prose is almost as regulated and measured as verse.
Although it suffers from excesses yet the innovation it represented served to cast

the formless in a mould, to impart art to the inartistic.

Sir Philip Sidney (1554-86) revealed in his Apologie for Poetrie his
ideal of noble and classical beauty in writing. His Arcadia, published in
1590, inculcated in a whole generation a taste for literary jewellery, both
genuine and false. Sidney lends life, feeling and will to the inanimate and the
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abstract. Working at language often by bold and new combinations of words,
Sidney reaches close and vigorous expression. He is the first Englishman who
was conscious of all the resources his language held for the impassioned
style. His metaphors are sudden and elliptical. All the energy as well as the
preciousness of the Shakespearian style exists in germ in the Arcadia. But
Sidney’s real innovation was due to senses sharpened by the contemplation
of plastic works of art. He shows a sense of line and colour and of effects
of light and shade hitherto unknown to English. It was especially the poets
whom he influenced. A whole century of writers, including Shakespeare and
the so called metaphysical poets of the seventeenth century, were full of the
refinements and the strange subtleties of which Sidney had brought the dangerous
and dazzling model from Italy and to which he had given the strength of his
youthful ardour.

To express feelings which had some analogy with Petrarch’s, Sidney
took recourse to the sonnet, which had been neglected in England since
Surrey’s day. In his Astrophel and Stella, he enshrined each movement of
his heart, each incident of his love within the narrow bounds of the fourteen
lines. She is Stella, his star; he Astrophel, enamored of the star. In Sidney’s
verses there are many figures and metaphors. There are even antitheses
and ingenious verbal elaboration. A whole allegory is sometimes condensed
into a single line or even a single word. Nothing else in the lyricism of the
English Renaissance is at once so ardent, so true, so direct and so noble.
Edmund Spenser (1552-1599) Since Sidney’s works did not appear until
after his death, it was Spenser who first revealed poetic beauty to his
generation. Spenser was the master of the language and seemed able to
tune English verse to the natural tones of his voice. He modeled himself
on Chaucer. His intention was not to break with the past but to sink his
roots deep into it.

In his The Shepherd’s Calendar, he nationalizes his eclogues by pungent
words borrowed from the old poets of his country and from provincial
vocabulary. The merits of the poem are properly those of style and are
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astonishing, in view of their date. Never yet had English poetry held a
poem in which the combinations of lines and rhymes were both as variously
rich and as novel. In the Calendar, there are as many as five different
forms of stanzas in heroic or ten syllabled line. For the first time an
English poet seemed to triumphed over his European rivals, and in the
very genre which was generally attractive in the sixteenth century, in pastoral
poetry. From the moment of its publication Spenser was the acknowledged
national poet.

Spenser addressed to Elizabeth Boyle the Amoretti sonnets and the superb
Epithalamion which concludes them. These poems have a place to themselves
among the works of Spenser. He voices his feelings in them without recourse
to allegory. The innovation illustrates the importance of the part played by the
sonnet in this period. It was almost the sole medium of direct effusion and
personal expression. Spenser’s sonnets come between those of Sidney and
Shakespeare, from which they are distinct in form as in sentiment. His three
quatrains, linked by an artistic arrangement of rhymes and followed by a
couplet, make a harmonious whole. His Epithalamion has no equal. The fine
classical structure of the whole poem- simple, luminous and inevitable- make
this ode Spenser’s perfect production and the lyrical triumph of the English
Renaissance.

The Faerie Queene was his masterpiece. It was his supreme ambition
and the supreme pride of England, which confidently pitted this poem against
the most famous epics of ancient and modern times. His poem was one of the
world’s most magnificent picture books. He borrows the idea or subject of
his pictures from everywhere, from books as from paintings and pageants and
the scenes on the stage of his time. He rejects no poetic source. We find in
him reminiscences of Homer, Lucretius, Virgil, Ovid, Chaucer, Langland, Lydgate,
Malory, Sackville et al. Spenser occupies a transitional place in the history
of the masque, a theatrical entertainment including poetry singing and dancing
which was performed in England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
especially at the royal court. His poem was inspired by the masques he had
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seen, but itself supplied one of the richest models and one of the strongest
imaginative stimulants to the magnificent masques which came after him. The
Faerie Queene may be said to have fixed the masques of the English
Renaissance. His stanza, nine iambic lines — the first eight of them five footed
and the ninth a hexameter, was the mould natural to his syntax and to his
thought. Although it was used by many poets after him like Thomson, Byron,
Shelley, Keats, it never seems to adapt itself as well to their tones as to his.
No single stanza read separately can give an idea of the immense part which
the stanza plays in the poem, in which each one inherits the cumulative force
of all its predecessors.

4.5 ELIZABETHAN POETRY FROM 1590 TO THE METAPHYSICAL
POETS

Almost all the poetry down to the Metaphysical poets derived from Sidney and
Spenser. Pastorals imitated from Spenser or Sidney abounded. Astrophel and Stella
provoked a whole flowering season of sonnets. The successive appearance of Sidney’s
sonnets and Arcadia and of the first books of The Faerie Queene was the signal
for an intense literary activity. The majority of the writers wrote verses in the fashionable
poetic genres.

Samuel Daniel (1562-1619) and Michael Drayton (1563-1631) are the
two poets who express, more directly than Spenser, their patriotic feeling,
which is less troubled than his by the dream of a golden age or by hostility
to the present. They survive only in a few pages of verse and a few short
poems but their figures are distinct. Daniel had a vision of an English literature
which should be read over the whole world. He told in narrative the story
which was at this moment being dramatized, which Shakespeare was taking
for the subject of plays. The eight cantos of Daniel’s Civil Wars, published
from 1595 to 1609, treat of misfortunes of England from the reign of Richard
IT until the break between Warwick and Edward IV. It corresponds to the
Shakespearian histories, Richard II, Henry IV, Henry V and the first two
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parts of Henry VI. Daniel’s exposition is more accurate, cool and dignified
than the plays. Unfortunately he poetizes too little. He keeps pace with the
facts, adding fictions only very rarely. Yet the purity of his poetic style was
admired and was called ‘well languaged’. This purity, then so rare, won him
favor in the nineteenth century. Writers like Wordsworth and Coleridge, who
were working for the simplification of the language, praised Daniel for having
banished eccentricities and arbitrary inventions from his style.

Christopher Marlowe wrote Hero and Leander a poem that retells the
Greek myth of Hero and Leander. After Marlowe's untimely death it was completed
by George Chapman. The minor poet Henry Petowe published an alternative
completion to the poem. The poem was first published posthumously, five years
after Marlowe's demise.

The poem may be called an epyllion, that is, a "little epic": it is longer than
a lyric or elegy, but concerned with love rather than with traditional epic subjects,
and it has a lengthy digression — in this case, Marlowe's invented story of how
scholars became poor. Marlowe certainly knew the story as told by both Ovid and
by the Byzantine poet Musaus Grammaticus; Musaeus appears to have been his
chief source.

Yet if Musaeus and Ovid gave it impetus, the poem is marked by Marlowe's
unique style of extravagant fancy and violent emotion. Perhaps the most famous
instance of these qualities in the poem is the opening description of Hero's costume,
which includes a blue skirt stained with the blood of "wretched lovers slain" and
a veil woven with flowers so realistic that she is continually forced to swat away bees.
The final encounter of the two lovers is even more frenzied, with the two at times

appearing closer to blows than to embraces.

Shakespeare published two narrative poems on erotic themes, Venus and
Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. Venus and Adonis is a poem written in 1592—
1593, with a plot based on passages from Ovid's Metamorphoses. It is a
complex, kaleidoscopic work, using constantly shifting tone and perspective to present
contrasting views of the nature of love.
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Ovid told of how Venus took the beautiful Adonis as her first mortal
lover. They were long-time companions, with the goddess hunting alongside
her lover. She warns him of the tale of Atalanta and Hippomenes to dissuade
him from hunting dangerous animals; he disregards the warning, and is killed
by a boar.

Shakespeare developed this basic narrative into a poem of 1,194 lines. His chief
innovation was to make Adonis refuse Venus's offer of herself.

The Rape of Lucrece (1594) is a narrative poem by William Shakespeare about
the legendary Lucretia. In his previous narrative poem, Venus and Adonis (1593),
Shakespeare had included a dedicatory letter to his patron, the Earl of Southampton,
in which he promised to write a "graver work". Accordingly, 7he Rape of Lucrece lacks
the humorous tone of the earlier poem.

Shakespeare retains the essence of the classic story, incorporating Livy's account
that Tarquin's lust for Lucrece sprang from her husband's own praise of her.

Ben Jonson's poetry, like his drama, is informed by his classical learning.
Some of his better-known poems are close translations of Greek or Roman
models; all display the careful attention to form and style that often came
naturally to those trained in classics in the humanist manner. Accepting both
rhyme and stress, Jonson used them to mimic the classical qualities of simplicity,
restraint, and precision.

"Epigrams" (published in the 1616 folio) is an entry in a genre that
was popular among late-Elizabethan and Jacobean audiences, although
Jonson was perhaps the only poet of his time to work in its full classical
range. The epigrams explore various attitudes, most from the satiric stock
of the day: complaints against women, courtiers, and spies abound. Jonson’s
epigrams of praise, including a famous poem to Camden and lines to Lucy
Harington, are longer and are mostly addressed to specific individuals.
Although it is included among the epigrams, "On My First Sonne" is neither
satirical nor very short; the poem, intensely personal and deeply felt,
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typifies a genre that would come to be called "lyric poetry." It is possible
that the spelling of 'son' as 'Sonne' is meant to allude to the sonnet form,
with which it shares some features. A few other so-called epigrams share
this quality. Jonson's poems of "The Forest" also appeared in the first
folio. Most of the fifteen poems are addressed to Jonson's aristocratic
supporters, but the most famous are his country-house poem “To Penshurst”
and the poem “To Celia” ("Come, my Celia, let us prove") that appears
also in Volpone.

Underwood, published in the expanded folio of 1640, is a larger and more
heterogeneous group of poems. It contains 4 Celebration of Charis, Jonson's
most extended effort at love poetry; various religious pieces; encomiastic
poems including the poem to Shakespeare and a sonnet on Mary Wroth;
the Execration against Vulcan and others. The 1640 volume also contains three
elegies which have often been ascribed to Donne (one of them appeared in
Donne's posthumous collected poems).

Jonson has been called 'the first poet laureate'. In his time Jonson
was at least as influential as Donne. In 1623, historian Edmund
Bolton named him the best and most polished English poet. That this
judgment was widely shared is indicated by the admitted influence he
had on younger poets. The grounds for describing Jonson as the "father"
of cavalier poets are clear: many of the cavalier poets described themselves
as his "sons" or his "tribe". All of them, including those like Herrick
whose accomplishments in verse are generally regarded as superior to
Jonson's, took inspiration from Jonson's revival of classical forms and
themes, his subtle melodies, and his disciplined use of wit. In these respects
Jonson may be regarded as among the most important figures in the

prehistory of English neoclassicism.

The metaphysical poets is a term coined by the poet and critic Samuel
Johnson to describe a loose group of English lyric poets of the 17th century,
whose work was characterized by the inventive use of conceits, and by
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speculation about topics such as love or religion. These poets were not formally
affiliated; most of them did not even know each other or read each other's

work.

John Donne, George Herbert, Henry Vaughan, Andrew Marvell, and
Richard Crashaw are described as the 'central figures' of metaphysical

poetry.

John Donne's poetry had considerable influence on subsequent poets,
who emulated his style. And there are several instances in which seventeenth-
century poets used the word 'metaphysical' in their work, meaning that
Samuel Johnson's description has some foundation in the poetry of the

previous century.

Their style was characterized by wit and metaphysical conceits—far-fetched or
unusual similes or metaphors, such as in Andrew Marvell’s comparison of the soul
with a drop of dew; in an expanded epigram format, with the use of simple verse
forms, octosyllabic couplets, quatrains or stanzas in which length of line and rthyme
scheme enforce the sense. Their poetry diverged from the style of their times, containing
neither images of nature nor allusions to classical mythology, as were common. Several
metaphysical poets, especially John Donne, were influenced by Neo-Platonism. One
of the primary Platonic concepts found in metaphysical poetry is the idea that the
perfection of beauty in the beloved acted as a remembrance of perfect beauty in the
eternal realm. Their work relies on images and references to the contemporary
scientific or geographical discoveries. These were used to examine religious and

moral questions, often employing an element of casuistry.

Metaphysical Poetry, in the full sense of the term, is a poetry which, like that
of the Divina Commedia, the De Natura Rerum, perhaps Goethe's Faust, has
been inspired by a philosophical conception of the universe and the rdle assigned
to the human spirit in the great drama of existence.

Cowley's bright and alert, if not profound mind, is attracted by the achievements
of science and the systematic materialism of Hobbes. Donne, moreover, is
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metaphysical not only in virtue of his scholasticism, but by his deep reflective
interest in the experiences of which his poetry is the expression, the new psychological
curiosity with which he writes of love and religion. The divine poets who follow
Donne have each the inherited metaphysic of the Church to which he is attached,
Catholic or Anglican. But none of the poets has for his main theme a metaphysic
like that of Epicurus or St. Thomas passionately apprehended and imaginatively
expounded. Donne, the most thoughtful and imaginative of them all, is more
aware of disintegration than of comprehensive harmony, of the clash between the
older physics and metaphysics on the one hand and the new science of Copernicus
and Galileo and Vesalius and Bacon on the other.

AGE OF POPE

The Augustan Age in English literature refers to a period of literary achievement
and cultural flourishing that occurred during the early to mid-eighteenth century. The
term “Augustan” is derived from the reign of the Roman Emperor Augustus, who is
often considered the epitome of a wise and just ruler. The writers of the Augustan
Age sought to emulate the values and achievements of Augustus and his era, and their
literature reflected a number of distinctive features.

Generally, the period between 1680 and 1750 is called the Augustan age in English
literature, for frequent comparisons were made between the literary activity of the England
of this period and that of the Rome of Emperor Augustus which produced such poetic
geniuses as Virgil, Horace, Ovid and many others. Dr. Johnson in his characteristic way
said that Dryden did for English poetry what Augustus had done for the city of Rome—
“he found it brick and left it marble.” Dryden and Pope were the greatest poets of the
Augustan age. They conscientiously looked to the writers of Greek and Roman antiquity
for guidance and inspiration. However, most of all, they were influenced by the Roman
poets of the age of Augustus. They discredited the tradition of the decadent metaphysical
poets and established a new school of poetry which has since come to be known as the
Neo-classical school of English poetry. Though something had already been done before
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Dryden by Denham and Waller yet much was left to be done by Dryden himself and, still
later, by Pope.

The neo-classicism of Dryden and Pope was representative of the spirit of the age.
The Restoration age marked the close of the genuine “romanticism” of the Elizabethan
period and also the decadent romanticism of the Jacobean and Caroline periods. The
creative imagination, exuberant fancy, and extravagance of the past had no appeal for
an age which saw the establishment of the Royal Society and the inauguration of a new
era of experimental science. A critical spirit was abroad, and men stopped taking things
for granted. The spirit of the age was analytic and inquisitive, not synthetic and naively
credulous. It put a greater stress on reason and intellect than on passion and imagination.
The neo-classical poetry of Dryden, Pope and their compatriots was a manifestation of

this new spirit.
Respect for the Ancients:

The neo-classicists were champions of common sense and reason and were in
favour of normal generalities against the whims and eccentricities of individual genius.
These normal generalities went under the term “Nature”. Pope’s advice to budding
writers was to “follow nature”. Curiously enough the slogan of Rousseau and the English
romantic poets who reacted against the school of Pope, was also the same. But “nature”
for the romantics meant something entirely different- primitive simplicity and the world
of forest, flowers, birds, streams, etc. Dryden and Pope laid special stress on the imitation
of the ancients and the observance of the rules formulated or adhered to by them. For
the rules of the ancients were, in the words of Pope “nature still, but nature methodised”.
Neo-classical poets abundantly translated and adapted classical words. Thus, Dryden
gave a verse translation of Virgil and Pope of Homer. This translation did not literally
adhere to their originals. Thus, Bentley observed that Pope’s translation of Homer was
a good poem but it was “not Homer”. What is more important than literal fidelity, however,
is the attempt at capturing the spirit of the original. And this Dryden and Pope did pretty
well. Even the original works of the English neo-classicists have echoes of classical
writers.
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Neoclassicism and its influence:

The Augustan Age was marked by a revival of classical values and a renewed interest
in the ancient Greek and Roman literary traditions. The writers of this period were influenced
by the ideas of the French Renaissance, which emphasized the importance of reason,
order, and clarity in literature. They sought to emulate the style and subject matter of
classical literature, and their works were characterized by an emphasis on clarity, simplicity,
and restraint.

The neo-classical school of Dryden and Pope was much influenced by the Neo-
classical French school of the age of Louis XIV which goes down in history as the “‘golden”
of “Augustan” age of French literature. One of the important tenets of the French neo-
classical criticism was a theory of kinds or genres. Traditional criticism in the age of Dryden
and Pope also worked through a reverent attention to these genres which the French
critics had derived from the classics. Aristotle, the godhead of all criticism for the Neo-
classicists had dealt with only two genres- Epic and Tragedy. But by the middle of the
seventeenth century many more genres came to be recognised and fit styles for them came
to be fixed. The appropriateness of the style of genre- the principle of decorum- came be
exalted to a veritable shibboleth. A hierarchy of genres found its establishment. The English
poets adopted this important genre from the French neo-classicists.

Satire and Moral Instruction:

The writers of the Augustan Age were preoccupied with social and moral issues, and
their literature often served as a vehicle for satirical commentary and moral instruction.
Satire was a popular form of writing during this period, and writers used it to criticize the
social and political structures of their time. They also sought to promote ethical behaviour
and moral values through their literature, and their works often contained explicit moral

messages.

Much of romantic poetry is marked by an egregious lack of realism amounting at
times to sheer escapism. Classicism, on the other hand, puts special emphasis on concrete
reality and aims pre-eminently at edification and improvement of the reader. That is why

much of the classical poetry is realistic, didactic and satiric. Almost all classical poets were
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men of action, very much in the thick of life and its pressing affairs. They wrote with a very
clear and concrete purpose, not just for the fun of it or for fulfilling a pressing necessity of
self-revelation. Political, religious, and even personal satire became in the Augustan era
the vogue of the day. If the neo-classical poet was not satiric, he was, at least sure to be
didactic. It is very rarely that we come across in this age such a poem as Pope’s “Eloisa to
Aberlard”, which is a poem without a purpose. Aiming neither at instruction not at ridicule
not chastisement through satire.

Rationalism and Enlightenment:

The Augustan Age was also marked by a growing interest in rationalism and
Enlightenment ideas. The writers of this period were interested in the scientific and
philosophical advances of their time, and they sought to apply rationalist principles to their
literary works. They believed that reason and rationality could help to solve social and
moral problems, and their works reflected this belief.

Urbanization and the Emergence of the Middle Class:

The Augustan Age coincided with a period of urbanization and the emergence of the
middle class. The writers of this period were often members of the urban middle class, and
their literature reflected the concerns and values of this social group. They were interested
in issues such as commerce, trade, and urban life, and their works often reflected a
fascination with the city and its culture.

Prose Fiction:

The Augustan Age saw the emergence of the novel as a popular literary form. The
writers of this period were interested in exploring human behavior and psychology, and
the novel provided them with a new medium for doing so. Novels were often written in a
realistic style, and they explored issues such as love, marriage, and social mobility. The
novel became an important form of literature during the Augustan Age, and it has continued
to be a popular literary form ever since.

The Augustan Age in English literature was marked by a number of distinctive features,
including a revival of classical values, a preoccupation with social and moral issues, a

growing interest in rationalism and Enlightenment ideas, the emergence of the middle class,
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and the popularity of the novel as a literary form. The writers of this period sought to
create literature that reflected the values and concerns of their time, and their works continue
to be studied and appreciated today.

The Augustan Age in English literature saw the emergence of several prominent writers,
who produced a range of influential works.

The Age of Pope (1700-1744):

It was poet Oliver Goldsmith who first designated the early 18th century, as the
Augustan Age. The age has also been called the Age of Pope. The Augustan age includes
the age of Dryden and Pope. The restoration of Stuart monarchy in 1660 marked the
beginning of the Augustan age.

Eighteenth century in England was an age equal to the age of Augustus Caesar, when
the Roman society had reached the peak of its glory. The name Augustan Age was chosen
by writers who saw in Pope, Addison, Swift, Johnson and Burke the modern parallels to
Horace, Virgil and Cicero, and all that brilliant company who made Roman literature
famous in the day of Augustus. Past ages of England were looked upon as barbarous, and
the classics of Greece and Rome were regarded as models which men of taste were to
follow.

This period, in the first place, is called the classical age, because reason dominated
emotion;social conventions became more important than individual convictions; form
became moreimportant than content. The term “classic” is applied to designate writing
of the finest quality. According to Goethe, “Everything that is good in literature is classical.”
Everynational literaturehas at least one period in which an unusual number of exceptional
writers produce books of outstanding quality, and this is called the classical period of a
nation’s literature. The age of Queen Anne is often called the classical age of England.
Addison, Swift, Richardson, Fielding, Goldsmith, Dr Johnson, Burke, Gibbon and Pope

are the great luminaries of the age.

The writers of this age were governed by set rules and principles. And, in this crazy
adherence to rules the writers were deeply influenced by Boileau and Rapin, who insisted
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on precise methods of writing poetry and who professed to have discovered their rules in
the works of Aristotle and Horace.

The period is also called the age of reason and good sense, because it was based on
the good — sense ideal of the French critic Boileau. It was an age of enlightenment when a
literature which had become pellucid and clear began to diffuse knowledge among a growing
public. The supremacy of reason was scarcely challenged. There reigned a common belief
in the advancement of human mind.

The Augustans believed in respectability and designed conformity. They had no regard
for boundless imagination and overflowing enthusiasm of the Elizabethan age. Their outlook
was rational. The poets of this age strove to repress all emotion and enthusiasm. Good
sense became the ideal of the time, and good sense meant a love of the reasonable and the
hatred of the extravagant and mystical. Wit took precedence over imagination; inspiration
was lost in technical skill. The whole literature of the age was marked by coldness and
want of feeling.

The 18th century literature was indebted to the growing influence of French
literature. One notable feature of French influence may be seen in the tragedies in
rhyme that were for a time in vogue, of which plots were borrowed from French
romances. Boileau held supreme sway over the minds of the literary artists. He
was almost a literary dictator.

An important characteristic of the age was the belief that literature must follow
nature. Pope exhorted his contemporaries to follow nature. However, the nature
of the Augustan period was not the nature of Wordsworth. The Augustans were
drawn towards human nature rather than the nature we have in forests. Their sole
aim was to copy man and manners of society. Alexander Pope said: “The proper

study of mankind is man”.

The literature of the age was concerned with the follies and foibles of the
times. Literature became an interpretation of life, the kind of life that was led in
the social and political circles of the times. Poetry became the poetry of the town,
the coffee — house and artificial society; Pope’s The Rape of the Lock is a classic
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example. The literature of the age lost all touch with the country life and became
the literature of the town.

Satire is the literary art of diminishing or derogating a subject by making it ridiculous
and evoking towards it attitudes of amusement, scorn, or indignation. Satire is usually
justified by those who practice it as a corrective of human vice and folly.

Satire became the prominent form of literature during the Augustan age. The satires of
Dryden are well known to us. In the age of Pope, the love for satire came to the upper
surface and the cold worldliness of Augustan life found its expression in polished wit and
satire.

The language of poetry became gaudy and inane and the ordinary language was kept
out from poetic literature. The result was that the literature of the age became artificial,
stilted, rational and intellectual, losing all inspiration, enthusiasm and romantic fervour which
were the hall-marks of the literature of the Elizabethan age. The Augustans were superior
in other ways, notable in satire and journalism, in the technical language of philosophy and
science and in the great branch of modern literature, the novel, of which they were among
the English pioneers.

In heroic couplet lines of iambic pentameter rhyme in pairs : aa, bb, cc and so on.
The adjective “heroic” is applied because of the frequent use of such couplets in heroic
poems (epic) and plays. This verse form was introduced into English poetry by Geoffrey
Chaucer.

During the Augustan age the heroic couplet was recognised as the only medium of
poetic expression. It was no longer possible to write one’s thoughts as the pen could
move. The fastidiousness of the public ear did not appreciate “the mob of gentlemen who
wrote with ease.” In the heroic couplet the poets put all their skill and wrote with an

unimaginable correctness and precision.
Jonathan Swift:

Jonathan Swift was an Irish-born writer who is best known for his satirical works,
including A Modest Proposal and Gulliver’s Travels. A Modest Proposal is a satirical
essay that proposes a solution to the problem of poverty in Ireland by suggesting that the
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Irish sell their children as food to the wealthy. Gulliver’s Travels is a novel that satirizes
human nature and the political and social institutions of Swift’s time.

Samuel Johnson:

Samuel Johnson was a writer, lexicographer, and critic who is best known for his
dictionary of the English language, A Dictionary of the English Language. Johnson was
also a prominent literary critic, and his critical essays and biographical sketches are still
highly regarded today. He wrote a number of other works as well, including Rasselas and
The Lives of the Poets.

Daniel Defoe: Daniel Defoe was a writer and journalist who is best known for
his novel Robinson Crusoe. The novel tells the story of a man who is shipwrecked
on a desert island, and it explores themes of survival, isolation, and individualism.
Defoe also wrote a number of other works, including A Journal of the Plague Year
and Moll Flanders.

John Dryden: John Dryden was a poet, playwright, and critic who is often
considered one of the most important writers of the Restoration period, which
preceded the Augustan Age. He wrote a number of influential works, including
The Conquest of Granada, All for Love, and Absalom and Achitophel. Dryden
was also a literary critic, and his critical essays helped to establish the norms and
conventions of English literary criticism.

Joseph Addison and Richard Steele:

Joseph Addison and Richard Steele were the co-founders of The Spectator, a
periodical that played a significant role in shaping the literary and cultural values of the
Augustan Age. The Spectator was a collection of essays, poems, and short fiction
that addressed a wide range of social and cultural issues. It was immensely popular
during its time, and it helped to establish the norms and values of English literature in
the eighteenth century.

In conclusion, the Augustan Age in English literature was marked by the emergence
of several prominent writers, who produced a range of influential works. These writers
included Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift, Samuel Johnson, Daniel Defoe, John Dryden,
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and Joseph Addison and Richard Steele. Their works helped to define the literary
and cultural values of the Augustan Age, and they continue to be studied and
appreciated today.

4.6 CONCLUSION

The Italian influence which Wyatt and Surrey brought into English
poetry at the Renaissance gave it a more serious, a more thoughtful color.
They caught, especially Wyatt in some of the finest of his sonnets and
songs, that spirit of 'high seriousness' which Chaucer with all his admiration
of Italian poetry had failed to apprehend. English medieval poetry is
often gravely pious, haunted by the fear of death and the judgement; it
is never serious and thoughtful in the introspective, reflective, dignified
manner which it became in Wyatt and Sackville, and our 'sage and serious'
Spenser, and in the songs of the first group of Elizabethan courtly poets,
Sidney and Raleigh and Dyer. One has but to recall 'My lute, awake!
perform the last', 'Forget not yet the tried intent', 'My mind to me a
kingdom is', and to contrast them in mind with the songs which Henry
VIII and Cornish were still composing and singing when Wyatt began to
write, in order to realize what Italy and the Renaissance did to deepen
the strain of English lyric poetry as that had flowed under French influence
from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries. But French influence, the
influence of Ronsard and his fellows, renewed itself in the seventies, and
the great body of Elizabethan song is as gay and careless and impersonal
as the earlier lyric had been, though richer in colour and more varied in
rhythm. Then came Donne and Jonson and new qualities of spirit and

form were given to lyrical poetry, and not to lyrical poetry alone.
4.7 SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS

I. By whom and when was movable block printing introduced into
England?

Ans. By Caxton in 1474.
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Ans

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Ans.

Name the two English humanists that helped bring ideas and attitudes

associated with the new learning to an English audience?

. Thomas More and Thomas Elyot.

Name the first English poets to write in the sonnet form.
Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey and Sir Thomas Wyatt.
What do you understand by trochee?

A trochee is a metrical foot used in formal poetry consisting of
a stressed syllable followed by an unstressed one.

What is euphuism?

It consists of a preciously ornate and sophisticated style, employing
in deliberate excess a wide range of literary devices such

as antitheses, alliterations, repetitions and rhetorical questions.
How did Arcadia influence the writers of the times?

Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia, published in 1590, inculcated in a
whole generation a taste for literary jewellery, both genuine and
false.

How did Sidney influence Shakespeare and the metaphysical poets?

A whole century of writers, including Shakespeare and the
metaphysical poets, were full of the refinements and the strange
subtleties of which Sidney had brought the dangerous and dazzling
model from Italy and to which he had given the strength of his
youthful ardour.

What is masque?

The masque is a theatrical entertainment including poetry singing
and dancing which was performed in England in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, especially at the royal court.
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Ans.

10.

Ans.

11.

Ans.

For which of his attribute did Daniel win favor in the nineteenth
century?

The purity of his poetic style, then so rare, won him favor in the
nineteenth century. Writers like Wordsworth and Coleridge, who
were working for the simplification of the language, praised Daniel
for having banished eccentricities and arbitrary inventions from his

style.
What is epyllion?

An epyllion is a "little epic". It is longer than a lyric or elegy, but
concerned with love rather than with traditional epic subjects, and it
has a lengthy digression.

What do you understand by metaphysical conceits?

A conceit is an extended metaphor with a complex logic that governs
a poetic passage or entire poem. By juxtaposing, usurping and
manipulating images and ideas in surprising ways, a conceit invites
the reader into a more sophisticated understanding of an object of
comparison. The term metaphysical conceit is generally associated
with the 17th century metaphysical poets. The metaphysical conceit
differs from an extended analogy in the sense that it does not have
a clear-cut relationship between the things being compared.

4.8 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

l.
2.

Enumerate the factors that helped introduce Renaissance in England.

Comment on the influence of the Italian literature on Wyatt and
Surrey.

Establish Sackville as a connecting link between Chaucer and Spenser.

Comment on Lyly, Sidney and Spencer as initiators of the literature
dedicated to beauty.
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5. Discuss Daniel and Drayton as patriotic poets.

6. Write a note on the classical influence on the poetry of Chaucer and
Shakespeare.

7. Is it justified to call Jonson as the father of the Cavalier poets? Discuss.

8. Several metaphysical poets were influenced by Neo-Platonism. Discuss.

4.9 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS
Q.1 Who is often considered the “father of English poetry” and wrote “The
Canterbury Tales” during the 14th century?
A) Edmund Spenser
B) John Milton
C) Geoffrey Chaucer
D) William Shakespeare

Q.2 Whichmonarch’s reign is associated with the English Renaissance,
characterized by flourishing arts, culture, and literature?

A) King James |

B) Queen Elizabeth I
C) King Charles I
D) King Henry VIII

Q.3 Who authored the pastoral poem “The Shepherd’s Calendar” and is
known for using intricate language and allegory?

A) Christopher Marlowe
B) Ben Jonson

C) John Donne
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D) Edmund Spenser

Q.4 Which play by William Shakespeare is often considered a quintessential

example of Renaissance drama, focusing on the human experience and
tragic flaws?

A) “AMidsummer Night’s Dream”
B) “Hamlet”
C) “Romeo and Juliet”

D) “Macbeth”

Q.5 John Donne is associated with what poetic movement that emerged in

the 17th century, characterized by intellectual and philosophical
exploration?

A) Romanticism

B) Metaphysical poetry
C) Neoclassicism

D) Realism

Q.6 Which of the following poets is known for his “Holy Sonnets” and
exploring complex metaphysical themes in his poetry?

A)  William Wordsworth
B)  JohnMilton
C)  Christopher Marlowe
D) JohnDonne

Q.7 InJohn Milton’s epic poem “Paradise Lost,” who is the main antagonist
and tempts Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden?

A) Beelzebub
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B)  Lucifer
C) Gabriel

D) Michael

Q.8 Which Renaissance playwright and poet wrote the tragedy “Doctor

Faustus,” depicting the downfall of a scholar who makes a pact with the
devil?

A) BenJonson
B) Thomas More
C) Christopher Marlowe

D) Francis Bacon

Q.9 Which English philosopher’s writings, such as “Leviathan,” had a

significant influence on the development of political thought during the
Renaissance?

A) JohnLocke
B) Thomas Hobbes
C) Francis Bacon

D) René Descartes

Q.10  Whatliterary form became popular during the Renaissance, presenting

functional stories through a frame narrative, as seen in “The Decameron”
by Giovanni Boccaccio?

A) Sonnets
B) Satires
C) Epistles

D) Short stories
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Answers : 1C, 2B, 3D, 4B, 5B, 6D, 7B, 8C, 9B, 10D
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COURSE CODE:ENG-122 POETRY-1 LESSON No. 5
M.A. ENGLISH GEOFFREY CHAUCER UNIT - II

THE AGE OF CHAUCER
Unit Structure

5.1 Objectives

5.2 Introduction

5.3 The Hundred Year’s War

5.4 Religious and Social Unrest

5.6 Disposition of Richard II

5.7 General Features

5.8 Geoffrey Chaucer (1340-1400)
5.9 His Works

5.8 Chaucer’s ‘French’ Period

5.9 Chaucer’s Italian Period

5.10 Chaucer’s Place in English Literature
5.11 Examination Oriented Questions
5.12 Multiple Choice Questions

5.13 Suggested Readings

5.1. OBJECTIVES

In the lesson the learner is exposed to the social background of the period,
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the political senario of the times, Chaucer’s works and his place in Literature to
enable the learner to make a general assessment of Chaucer.

5.2. INTRODUCTION

The Age of Geoffrey Chaucer, spanning the late 14th century, was a time of
significant social, political, and cultural transformation in England. This period witnessed
the decline of feudalism, the rise of a burgeoning middle class, and the impacts of the
Black Death, all of which influenced the literary landscape. Geoftrey Chaucer, often
referred to as the Father of English literature, emerged as a seminal figure during this
era, shaping the development of English poetry and prose.

5.3. THE HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR

During the reign of Edward III, in England the Hundred Years’ War with
France broke out. It was to prove the longest war ever fought by England, and
when it was over, many deep changes had been brought about in the institutions
of the country and in the national consciousness.

Edward’s mother, Isabella, the daughter of king Philip IV of France, was
also called Philippe le Bel. When the king died, his three sons succeeded to the
throne one after the other, but all soon died childless. There being no direct
heir to the French Crown, a nephew of Philip IV became king with the name
of Philip VL.

Edward III claimed the crown for his mother Isabella whom the French
had not chosen because, according to the French Salic Law, no woman was
allowed to ascend the throne. Edward’s claims were ignored and he declared
war on France.

The English won a naval victory near Sluys, in Flanders (1340), and a
battle at Grecy (1346). About a year later, Edward took Calais after a famous
siege that had lasted almost twelve months. After that, a truce was concluded,
thanks to the mediation of Pope Clement VI.

In 1348, a dreadful pestilence, known in England as the ‘Black Death’,
spread all over the world from China to the Atlantic Ocean. It was one of the
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direst calamities in the history of the world, and in England, the population was
decimated.

In 1355, the war was resumed under the leadership of Edward I1I’s eldest son,
Prince Edward, called the ‘Black Prince’, one of the most romantic figures in English
history. In a battle fought at Poitiers (1356), against overwhelming odds, he defeated
John of Valois, King of France, and took him prisoner together with his son. By the
treaty of Bretigny (1366) more than half of France went to Edward.

Then he began to extort money from his new French subjects to defray the
expenses of an expedition to Spain intended to help Pedro, the Cruel, in quelling
a revolt of the Spaniards who had risen against him. Being unwilling to pay the
new taxes, Edward’s subjects applied for help to the King of France. The war
was renewed and the Black Prince avenged himself most cruelly on the town of
Limoges whose population was massacred in cold blood. But this time the English
were no longer successful and Prince Edward was compelled to return to England
in broken health. He died there in 1376. His father, Edward IIl, died a year later
and by this time the English had lost all their possessions in France except Calais.
The war was interrupted, to be resumed later on by Henry V.

Though Edward III had four sons besides the Black Prince, Parliament
acknowledged as his rightful heir, Richard of Bordeaux, the Black Prince’s son.
He ascended the throne as Richard II, in 1377. As he was then only a boy of
ten, first John of Gaunt, the son of Edward III, and then the Duke of Gloucester,
acted as regents.

5.4 RELIGIOUS AND SOCIAL UNREST

During the reign of Edward III, John Wycliffe (1320-1384), preached his
doctrine of the poverty of the clergy and maintained that, all authority being
founded on grace, wicked kings, popes and priests should have no power. A
new sect arose whose members were called the Lollards or ‘mumblers’. They
adopted Wycliffe’s views and declared themselves in favour of common ownership
of goods.
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In 1381, an insurrection broke out on account of a tax called the poll-tax.
The occasion for it was the refusal of a tiller in Kent to pay his dues. He struck
the tax-collector dead with his hammer, and became the leader of the revolt. He
was known as Wat, (the) Tyler.

Under his leadership 1,00,000 men marched towards London to demand
justice from the King, and Richard promised to grant their demands. His
promises were never kept, but partly as a result of the shortage of labour
caused by the Black Death, the conditions of the people after the Peasants’
Revolt gradually improved, the remains of serfdom soon disappeared, and
labourers became free to work for wages.

In 1388, the Parliament known as the ‘Merciless’ met and, at the instigation
of the Duke of Gloucester, banished the King’s friends under a charge of
mismanagement. But in 1389, Richard came of age, dismissed the Duke of
Gloucester, and took over the government himself.

5.5 DISPOSITION OF RICHARD II : THE BEGINNING OF THE
HOUSE OF LANCASTER.

The reign of Richard II came to a tragic end in 1399, when Henry Boling
defeated Duke of Lancaster, son of John of Gaunt, and landed in Yorkshire
while Richard was in Ireland. He seized the crown and compelled Richard to
sign his own deposition. Richard died the next year, probably starved to death
or murdered.

5.6 GENERAL FEATURES OF LITERATURE IN THE AGE OF
CHAUCER

The political and social conditions of the period strongly affected literature.
The sudden burst of military glory obtained at Crecy and Poitiers promoted the
growth of a new English national spirit in opposition to everything that came from
France. French itself ceased to be the official language, and English was introduced
into Court and Parliament.
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The revolt of Wat Tyler and the success of Wycliffe’s teaching are clear
signs that deep changes had been wrought in the mentality of the people and that
a new need for social justice was beginning to be felt by the humbler classes. The
towns of England were gradually winning power and privilege from their feudal
lords and, little by little, craftsmen and merchants were rising in power and
wealth. Craft-guilds and merchant-guilds were coming into being, while trade
was increasing enormously.

The spirit of national independence and commercial prosperity, a new
consciousness of the rights of man, the socialist-type of the Lollards and the new
moral earnestness of Wycliffe’s preaching were forces by which the crust of
feudalism was eventually broken and the beginning of a modern national literature
was made possible. The greatest representative of the period and the first modern
poet was Geoffrey Chaucer. His best known contemporaries were William Langland,
John Gower and John Wycliff.

5.7 GEOFFREY CHAUCER (1340-1400)

His Life - Geoffrey Chaucer was born in London in 1340, in the family of
a wine merchant in Thames Street. We know very little about his early life. It is
doubtful whether he studied at Oxford or Cambridge, the two leading universities
of the time, but there is some reason to believe that he received his education
at both.

The first well established fact about his life is that in 1357 he became page
to the wife of Lionel, Duke of Clarence, one of the sons of Edward III. In 1359,
Edward III renewed his attack upon France and Chaucer bore arms and fought
for the King. In the course of the campaign he was taken prisoner, but was
ransomed before the Treaty of Bretigny in 1365. We then know nothing of his
life for the next six years. Probably he spent much of his time reading French
poetry, which was very popular in those days.

From 1366 to 1372, he was again connected with the Court. Pensions,
gifts and lucrative situations were given to him by John of Gaunt (another son of
Edward III), who later on became Chaucer’s brother-in-law, having married the
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sister of the poet’s wife. In the following years he was sent on several diplomatic
missions abroad, three of which were to Italy, in 1372, 1374, and 1378. Italian
literature, which was already in full bloom at that time, opened to Chaucer a new
world. He certainly read much of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio. He may even
have met Petrarch and Boccaccio, for they died in 1374 and 1375.

On his return to England, he was appointed as Comptroller of the Customs,
a brilliant position which freed him from every financial anxiety.

All went well with him during the reign of Edward III and Richard II. In 1386,
he sat in Parliament as one of the knights for the Shire of Kent. But when Gloucester
took the lead against the king, the poet fell on evil days and lost his office. He was
even compelled to borrow money for his immediate needs. However, when Richard
triumphed over his adversaries, he obtained a grant of £ 20 a year for life. But until
his death, he seems to have been in dire straits for money, and, when Henry IV
succeeded to the throne, he sent him a humorous Compleyente to his Empty Purse,
and the new king doubled his pension, Chaucer died in London in 1400 and was
buried in Westminster Abbey.

5.8 HIS WORKS
The Three Phases of His Literary Production

Chaucer’s literary production is generally divided by scholars into three
periods or phases : the Period of French imitation (1359-72); the Period of
Italian influence (1372—86); and the independent or English period of his full
artistic maturity (1386—1400).

5.9 CHAUCER'’S ‘FRENCH’ PERIOD

When Chaucer first began to write, translations from the French were still
popular, and he was only following the prevalent fashion when he set himself to
translate the Roman de la Rose. This was a long allegorical love poem, consisting
of about 20,000 lines of which the first 4,000 were written by Guillaume de
Lorris, and was taken up and finished forty years after his death, by Jean de
Meung about the end of the century.
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During the first period, he wrote mainly allegorical poetry after the manner
of the French and used the octo-syllabic couplet. To this period belongs The
Book of the Duchess (1369). John of Gaunt’s first wife, Blanche of Lancaster,
died in November, 1369, and it is the first original poem of any length by
Chaucer which has come down to us. He wrote this poem in her honour. In the
prologue, he feigns that in default of sleep, of which a sickness he has ‘suffered
this eight yere’ has bereft him, he reads Ovid’s story on how King Coyx appeared
after his death to his faithful wife Alcione, and then dreams of a May Morning
and a hunt, amid which he meets a knight, clothed all in black, lamenting under
an oak. The knight tells him how he had loved and won the fairest of all ladies,
‘the goode, faire white’, as he calls her, and dwells on her beauty and goodness.
Now she is dead. The poet dreams that he stammers out a word of sympathy,
and then amid the sound of the returning hunt he wakes, and the graceful poem

comes to an end.

The suggestion of a hopeless love which had robbed him of health and
happiness, made in the Prologue to Blaunche, is continued in the beautiful little
poem, the Complaint of the Death of Pity. Joined on to the Pity in two
manuscripts, is another poem of 128 lines, notable as containing several metrical
experiments among them, being the first example of Dante’s terza riva in the
English language. This Complaint to his Lady, as it has been called, would
seem, from its experimental character, to be purely playful.

Another poem may belong to this period, the Compleynt of Mars, founded
on the old myth told by Ovid in his Metamorphoses of the love of god Mars for
the goddess Venus, and its discovery by Phoebus Apollo. This story, Chaucer here
works out, according to the astronomy of his day, of a conjunction of the planet
Mars with the planet Venus in the sign of Taurus, or The Bull—one of the astrological
houses of Venus into which Phoebus or the Sun enters every April. Gossip said that
the poem also had reference to an intrigue between the Lady Isabella of York and
the Duke of Exeter, but the theory is superfluous, and the poem is humorous and
ingenious enough to stand by itself.
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5.10 CHAUCER'’S ‘ITALIAN’ PERIOD

In the second period, he fell under the influence of the great Italian poets
of the age. From Dante he first learned the full power and range of poetry; from
Petrarch he got the taste for a perfect form; from Boccaccio he derived the art
of telling a story delightfully. In this period, he mainly used the heroic verse of
seven lines, each of five iambic feet rhyming ababbcc, and began to use the
heroic couplet of five iambic feet rhyming in pairs, aa bb cc. In the seventeenth
century, this verse was regarded by Dryden as the true form for tragic or heroic
drama and therefore called ‘heroic.’

From his visit to Italy, Chaucer brought back three books, the Divina
Commedia of Dante and the Teseide and Filostrato of Boccaccio. With the
Filostrato, Chaucer was more inimediately successful, for between 1380 and 1383
he transmuted it into his longest and very beautiful poem, Troilus and Criseyde.
Written in the seven line stanza over which he had obtained a complete mastery,
Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde is full of human interest and pathos, vivid in colour
and the sense of the beauty and fleetingness of life and if he had written nothing else,
by itself it would entitle him to be ranked among the greatest English poets. He takes
the story as Boccaccio told it, and humanises and enriches it at every point.

While T