The Well-Tempered Reader: Renaissance Poetics
Sir Philip Sidney, The Defence of Poesie

Sir Philip Sidney – Queen Elizabeth’s godson, a frustrated religious and political activist, courtier, poet, scholar and soldier. 

The Defence of Poesie
A treatise of literary theory, defending poetry as well as attempting to reform its aims, which in accordance with Italian Renaissance poetic theory, should be to teach and to do so more effectively by pleasing the reader, by imaginatively engaging and emotionally moving them to choose virtue over vice.

Temperance: an Aristotelian virtue that adheres to the golden mean, neither abstaining from pleasure and from satisfying the appetite nor indulging in it, but rather elevating and transforming it into a means of facilitating the acquirement of a love of wisdom and understanding.

The Sidney myth began in Sidney’s own lifetime or at least very shortly after his death, in 1586, and was perpetuated by his close friend Fulke Greville’s sympathetic biography, written some twenty-five years later c. 1610-11. Greville’s portrait of Sidney is the centre-piece of a golden vision, a nostalgic and idealized evocation of Queen Elizabeth’s reign.
 ‘When Sidney died, those who mourned him did so as a hero of Protestant Europe, a model of Christian virtue, of the Renaissance scholar-poet, of the true knight. There is no doubt that Sidney aspired to be seen as all of these, but it may be stretching the truth to say that he really achieved them all within his thirty-two years (1554-86).’
 

Sidney took part in the pseudo-medieval chivalric tournaments which were a regular feature of the Elizabethan court, and came away with the prize at one of the most splendid of these (the tournament of the Fortress of Perfect Beauty). 
At the battle at Zutphen, in the Low Countries, Sidney received what was to prove a fatal wound, his leg shattered by a musket ball. This was the first occasion on which Sidney actually saw military action. 
The chief danger of this myth is that ‘it distorts our understanding of the man and his times and so makes more difficult a proper appreciation of his writings’.

Putting all other achievements aside, in the field of literature Sidney wrote ‘the first Elizabethan sonnet-sequence in Astrophil and Stella [from which the sonnets we shall look at today are taken], the first significant literary-critical treatise in English in the Defence of Poesie, and, in Arcadia, what proved to be the most popular prose romance of the age. 

Having struck up a good relationship with the man Protestant Europe looked to as its hero, William of Orange, known as William the Silent, leader of the Protestants in the Low Countries who were struggling to free themselves from their Spanish masters, William offered Sidney the hand of his beloved elder daughter, Marie of Nassau, in marriage; it would have made him Lord of Holland and Zealand, effectively a prince. But as it would have drawn Sidney’s family, which included the militantly anti-Spanish Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester (probably the one man the Queen ever loved), and potentially England itself, into the struggle against Catholic Spain, something Elizabeth was determined to resist, she resisted the proposal which then came to nothing. It was during the period of frustration following this that Sidney first took a serious interest in writing.

The structure of Sidney’s Defence:
1. The high regard and estimation in which poetry was held in the ancient world:

a. The method of arguing which is etymological;

b. The inventiveness of poetry as contrasted with the dependence of other disciplines, ‘arts’, scientia, on Nature;

2. The definition, purpose and kinds of poetry;

a. Poetry compared with other disciplines, ‘arts’, scientia, in terms of the fulfilment of the aims of learning;

3. The objections to poetry individually countered.

The high regard and estimation in which poetry was held in the ancient world

One of the main lines of defence is an appeal to the ancient origins of poetry as ‘the first light-giver to ignorance’: 

... the philosophers of Greece durst not a long time appear to the world but under the mask of poets. So Thales, Empodocles, and Paremenides sang their natural philosophy in verse; so did Pythagorus and Phocylides their moral counsels; ... And truly even Plato, whosoever well considereth, shall find that in the body of his work, though the inside and strength were Philosophy, the skin as it were and beauty depended most of Poetry. (pp. 103-104)

In Microcosmos, John Davies of Hereford finds the ingenuity of which he writes reflected in the first observers of the ‘workes of Nature’, the ‘Poets’:


They searcht the causes of things generable,


With their effects and distinct properties;


And made them (by their skill) demonstrable.

Greek poieten, or ‘maker’
Latin vates, a diviner, foreseer, or prophet

‘Conceit’, ‘conceipt’, deriving from the Italian concetto: idea, concept, or thought; a metaphorical manipulation of language, stressing a similarity between highly dissimilar elements that must be discovered through thought.

Only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigour of his own invention, doth grow in effect into another nature, in making things either better than Nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew – forms such as never were in Nature, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies, and such like; so as he goeth hand in hand with Nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit. (p. 107)

 ‘Invention’: a ‘discovery’, a ‘finding’, the ‘faculty of discovery’ but also the ‘thing found’; poetic invention is the ‘conception and the working up of material’; where subject matter is made up by the poet using her or his fantasia (fantasy) or ingenium or ingegno (wit), to resemble either forms in nature or the ‘intention’ in the mind of either God or Nature.
The definition, purpose and kinds of poetry

‘An art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth it in the word mimesis – that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth (to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture)’ (p. 108).
Poesia tacens, pictura loquens (painting is mute poetry, poetry a speaking picture) (Simonides of Chios; Horace, Ars Poetica) 

Ut pictura poesis (‘as is’ or ‘as in painting, so is’ or ‘so in poetry’)’

Sidney: ‘it is that feigning notable images of virtues, vices, or what else, with that delightful teaching, which must be the right describing note to know a poet by’; verse is often chosen as the ‘fittest instrument’ since it weighs ‘each syllable of each word by just proportion according to the dignity of the subject’(p. 110).

Aims of all learning: ‘purifying of wit’; ‘ enriching of memory’; ‘enabling of judgement’; ‘enlarging of conceit’; the ‘final end [purpose] is to lead and draw us to as high a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by their clay lodgings, can be capable of’ (p. 110).
for whatsoever the philosopher saith should be done, [the poet] gives a perfect picture of it in someone by whom he presupposeth it was done, so as he couplet the general notion with the particular example. A perfect picture I say, for he yieldeth to the powers of the mind an image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish description which doth neither strike, pierce, nor possess the sight of the soul so much as that other doth. (pp. 113-114)

There are, says Sidney, three main divisions of poetry:

1) Biblical poetry: ‘chief, both in antiquity and excellency’; ‘imitate[s] the inconceivable excellencies of God’ (p. 108). E.g. David’s Psalms; Solomon’s Song of Songs.

2) Philosophical poetry, either moral or natural, which Sidney describes as ‘wrapped within the fold of the purposed subject’ (p. 109).

3) ‘Right poets’ who take ‘the free course of [their] own invention’ (p. 109). Poetry may be subdivided as follows, and in respect of each kind of poetry Sidney provides a defence:

a) Heroic (epic): Sidney, in concurring with the Italian theorist Scaliger, describes this as ‘the best and most accomplished kind of Poetry’ (p. 126);

b) Lyric: which according to Sidney ‘giveth praise, the reward of virtue, to virtuous acts [Sidney is probably thinking of the Ode]’, and ‘gives moral precepts and natural problems’, and in the religious lyric ‘raiseth up his voice to the height of the heavens, in singing the lauds [worship] of the immortal God’ (p. 124);

c) Tragedy: which Sidney using a medical or surgical analogy describes as ‘the high and excellent Tragedy, that openeth the greatest wounds, and showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue; that maketh kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humours; that, with stirring the affects [feelings] of admiration and commiseration, teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded’ (p. 124);

d) Comedy: ‘an imitation of the common errors of our life’ represented in ‘the most ridiculous and scornful sort that may be, so as it is impossible that any beholder can be content to be such a one’ (p. 123);

e) Satire: which Sidney describes as making one laugh at folly and at length ashamed to laugh at oneself (p. 123);

f) Iambic (lampoon, pointed satire): which Sidney describes as ‘wholesome’ in ‘making shame the trumpet of villainy’ (p. 123);

g) Elegy: ‘which in a kind heart would move rather pity than blame’ and bewails ‘the weakness of mankind and the wretchedness of the world’ (p. 123);

h) Pastoral: though humble, may teach goodness and virtue.
The objections to poetry individually countered

Versification – ‘number and measure’ (metre), rhyme, ‘order’, and ‘proportion’.
1. ‘that there being many other more fruitful knowledges, a man might better spend his time in them than in this’; 
2. that it is the mother of lies; 
3. that it is the nurse of abuse, ‘infecting us with many pestilent desires, with a siren’s sweetness drawing the mind to the serpent’s tale of sinful fancy’;

4. that Plato banished poets out of his commonwealth. (p. 129)
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