The Well-Tempered Reader: Renaissance Poetics

The Lyric Poetry of Drayton, Campion, Daniel, Jonson, and Shakespeare
Michael Drayton

1. Drayton begged his tutor at the age of ten, ‘Make me a Poet, doe it, if you can’,
 and applied himself assiduously to the craft of poetry, publishing in every major genre. 

2. Drayton’s collection of sonnets, entitled Idea: The Shepheards Garland and published in 1593, are pastoral lyrics. 

3. In Idea: The Shepheards Garland, the Platonic Idea was Ann Goodyere, daughter of Sir Henry Goodyere, to whom Drayton started his career as page. As Drayton told William Drummond of Hawthornden, ‘where I love, I love for years’, and significantly he never married.

Coteries and Critical Groupings: The Spenserians

1. Drayton was the acknowledged head of a group of poetic friends whose influence was primarily Spenserian, though he personally also loved Marlowe, but he is regarded by many, as ‘not merely the chief heir of Spenser but a younger contemporary of original force who was moulded by the same age and who, without ceasing to grow, remained a stout-hearted Elizabethan’.
 

2. Drayton’s lyric style combines the Elizabethan courtly style with a measure of ‘plain-speaking’, such as we might expect to find in Wyatt.

3. ‘We think of Drayton’s flavour and beauty as Elizabethan, but actually […] nearly all of his work that we [tend to] read was Jacobean and Caroline. And in the main it stands [to some at least] as a sweet and wholesome and (to use his own favourite epithet) ‘brave’ antidote to Jacobean melancholy’.
 

4. He was, nevertheless, by his own description ‘melancholy’ and at odds with the literary world around him. ‘On the one hand, he thought his age ‘lunatique’ because it prized only manuscript poetry […]. On the other hand, he abhorred the ‘beastly and abominable Trash ( a shame both to our Language and Nation)’, the bulk of the poetry that appeared in print.’
 In Poly-Olbion, […] A […] Description of […] Great Britaine (1613; 1622), he calls the writers of this poetry ‘our Mimick Apes [who], out of their bragging pride, / […] faine would seeme to be, what nature them denide; / Whose Verses hobling runne, as with disjointed bones, / And make a viler noyse, then carts upon the stones’.

Sonnet 61
1. One formal feature of the epigram finds its way into Drayton’s sonnets, and this is the couplet closure. It is indeed likely that Shakespeare derived this particular formal feature from Drayton. 

2. What is so surprising about Sonnet 61 is the complete, one might almost say artificially and unconvincingly comprehensive, change of emotional direction in the final couplet. Yet we are somewhat prepared by the change at line nine from the frank and ‘plainly spoken’ finality of the octave, to a more solemn, grimly contemplative mood in the first four lines of the sestet. 
3. Partly what slows the line down and alters the mood is the introduction of allegory, which involves allegoresis, attaching ideas to the structure of poetic imagery, whereby we understand the figures of ‘Love’, ‘Passion’, and so on, to be personifications of love, passion, faith (or fidelity, faithfulness), and innocence – all of which you may recall from the lecture on Sir Thomas Wyatt as aspects of the quality, character and conventions of courtly love. 
4. But because the finality of the ending of the relationship between the lover and his beloved in the octave, is replaced only by the finality of the death of Love in the sestet, we are none the less surprised by the extraordinary closing couplet. The principal subject of the metaphor is ‘love’, which may indeed be revived, but the subsidiary subject by which love is here understood is ‘life’, for Love had died. The implication of the metaphor is that the revival of love would be a resurrection and this eloquently conveys love’s power.
5. Additionally the emotional contradiction between believing ‘ther’s no helpe’ (line 1) and almost pleading that ‘thou might’st him yet recover’ (line 14) is reflected in the poetic form, which provides for the expression of a quarrel with self, as W.B. Yeats might have put it, either one which is expressed in the octave and resolved in the sestet, or, as we have here, one which is expressed by the linkage of octave and sestet, which is both a division and a movement towards resolution. Intimacy with self and psychological integration are thereby achieved through blending personas: the form of the poem resolves the problem!

Paul Oppenheimer has argued that:


Since Giacomo [da Lentino], few major poets – one is urged to say, few minor ones too – […] have failed to write sonnets. What is more, the gathering esteem in which this “scanty plot of ground,” as Wordsworth put it, has been held by poets, critics, and readers over the past seven centuries suggests that the sonnet’s mysterious aesthetic perfection probably amounts in importance to the revelation of a psychological, as well as an aesthetic, law, or equation, or archetype: the sonnet, like the profoundest of small mirrors, still plumbs the depths of our best poets’ richest gifts, and it is probably what the literary historian thinks of first when he thinks of secure and enduring forms in poetry.

Thomas Campion

1. Roman Catholic

2. A poet, a musician and composer, and a medical doctor

3. He went to Peterhouse, Cambridge; he studied medicine receiving his MD from the University of Caen, in Normandy, in 1605; and he went to Gray’s Inn (one of the Inns of Court which provided legal training), where he became involved in drama, writing four masques which were presented there or in Whitehall or other courtly venues, to which he contributed words and music.
 

Lyric Poetry and Music and Song

1. The period of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth-century is sometimes referred to as the Golden Age of English music and song. 
2. The lyric has a traditional relation to song, but its emergence from song forms in ancient Greece is obscured. 

3. When Latin poets followed and adapted Greek models, the actual association of meters with musical forms and styles began to disappear. 

4. The Renaissance sought to emulate the association with a deliberate re-unification of music and poetry. By the 1580s Italian influences and the invigoration of a native tradition led to a remarkable burst of secular musical activity, and the emergence of a group of composers of the first rank, among them William Byrd, Orlando Gibbons, and John Dowland. A significant part of their activities was in the field of song.
 

5. Campion was not in the first rank of composers, but unlike his fellow composers, Campion wrote his own words to the music he composed. 

6. He published a Book of Ayres in 1601, with words and music, some of which was composed by his friend and editor, Philip Rosseter. Further books of Airs appeared in 1612, 1613-15(?) and c. 1617. Airs are solo songs, unlike madrigals which were polyphonic settings of poetic texts for several singers. Airs were written for voice and lute. They are one of the several chief forms of lyrical composition which gave most prominence to the words.
 They were oriented more toward a performer-audience situation than madrigals. Airs, in addition, were primarily stanzaic: thus the composer found a text and set the first stanza, allowing the subsequent ones to be sung to the same tune. The preface to Campion’s first Book of Ayres contains the words: ‘What Epigrams are in Poetrie, the same are Ayres in musicke, then in their chiefe perfection when they are short and well seasoned.’
 Epigrams and lyric poetry were very closely associated in this period; in fact epigrams had come to be regarded as a form of lyric poetry.

7. Much of Campion’s lyric verse has the character of rare artistry, even artifice, about it.

‘There is a garden in her face’
1. Consists of a catalogue of features (compare with Spenser’s Amoretti, 15, and Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130): this kind of description was called a ‘blazon’
2. Some of the ways in which the physical features are ‘blazoned’ in Campion’s lyric are conventional. The conceit of the eyebrows as Cupid’s bow in the third stanza is also to be found in Maurice Scève’s Sourcil, which is influenced by Italian anatomical conceits. 
3. But Campion directs all the metaphors toward his theme, which is that of the inaccessibility of the young lady. She is inaccessible here because she is underage, so there is a certain frisson about the titillation and knowing wit as well as an acknowledged duty to maintain a courteous distance. 
4. The poem appeared in Campion’s The third and fourth booke of ayres, published around 1617, but it had already been set to music by Robert Jones in Ultimum vale, in 1605, and by Richard Alison in An howres recreation in musicke, 1606. There are several MS copies of the poem in songbooks and part-books.
Metre and the debate over the use of classical quantitative metre in English verse

1. In his Observations in the Art of English Poesie, 1602, Campion defended the use of classical metres in English verse, thus provoking Samuel Daniel’s reply in A Defence of Ryme [1603]. 

2. The ‘growing metrical regularity of the later sixteenth century’ can be seen as ‘a sign of rigidity’. One way in which Samuel Daniel considered it so, was in the artificial imposition of classical metre on English verse.

3. Campion’s Observations in the Art of English Poesie was an attempt also to establish quantitative metre in English. Campion was a sophisticated moderate and of course a musician and a poet,
 and perhaps somewhat misunderstood by Samuel Daniel in his reply, A Defence of Ryme, which was a robust attempt to reassert the so-called natural rhythms of English verse.

4. Campion wrote rather as a musician than a neoclassicist and was moved less by classical authority than by a technician’s desire to achieve a flexible and fruitful compromise between quantitative discipline and the accentual genius of the English language. It was this desire which led him in his songs to couple his ‘Words and Notes lovingly together’.
 
Samuel Daniel

1. In A Defence of Ryme, his robust attempt to reassert the so-called natural rhythms of English verse, Daniel appealed to custom, nature, and judgement, as he did in all things. To him, Campion’s plea for classical metres meant the dead hand, not the living spirit, of antiquity. With full reverence for Greece and Rome, Daniel also rejoiced in the Middle Ages. 

2. A Somerset man, after education at Magdalen Hall, Oxford, Daniel went into courtly service with Sir Edward Stafford, ambassador in Paris. In France he worked as an agent for Sir Francis Walsingham

3. He had connections with the rebellious Earl of Essex. Daniel’s career aspiration to be Poet Laureate was dashed on account of this association. Though written before the Essex conspiracy, Daniel’s Alexander the Great, when played in 1601, was too like Essex and he needed powerful support to assuage suspicious authorities. Although he never suffered as Sir Walter Ralegh did because of James I’s suspicion of anyone with an Essex taint, Daniel came under suspicion early in James’ reign for alleged sympathy with Essex in his tragedy Philotas, 1605, and he never fully regained favour.

4. He did, however, find courtly employment with the Queen. Notwithstanding this courtly attention, even in his prime Daniel used to ‘lie hid at his garden-house in Old Street … as the tortoise burieth himself in the winter in the ground’. When older he was happiest farming near Devizes, Wiltshire.

Literary Circles (and Patronage)

1. Two of the important social dimensions of lyric poetry of the Elizabethan, Jacobean and Caroline periods are patronage and the existence of coteries, or poetic friendships. We understand better the sometimes strong ties of patronage and friendship between poets and the cultured, intellectual elite when we concern ourselves not only with their literary work but also with their ‘literary circles’.

2. Daniel was a friend of Fulke Greville, who was the friend of Sir Philip Sidney, and a member of the “Areopagus,” the circle or coterie of poets including Sidney and Spenser. Daniel was also tutor to the son of Sir Philip Sidney’s sister, Mary Sidney-Herbert, Countess of Pembroke. The pupil’s name was William Herbert, and he would later become third Earl of Pembroke. Daniel was very much a house-poet at Wilton. 

3. Mary Sidney was also patron of John Donne and Ben Jonson. She was at the centre of an important network of literary and intellectual friendships and social and financial dependences. Edmund Spenser had called her ‘Urania’, the Muse of Christian inspiration and heavenly poetry. Moreover, in becoming Mary Herbert, she had married into the same family as produced the poets George Herbert and Edward Lord Herbert of Cherbury.

Delia

1. Daniel’s lyric poetry consists of a sonnet sequence entitled Delia, published in 1592. 

2. These sonnets purport to be written to a west-country lady, though she is probably fictional. 

3. Partly as a result of the publication of Delia, but also in response to Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, written in the late 1570s or 80s, the last decade of the sixteenth century saw a soneteering tradition: Michael Drayton’s Idea: The Shepheards Garland was published in 1593, and his Ideas Mirrour in 1594; Spenser’s Amoretti was published in 1595; Shakespeare began writing his sonnets in the late 1590s.

4. Daniel also produced meticulously revised later editions of Delia, in 1592, and 1594. The form of Daniel’s sonnets is usually said, like the form of Drayton’s sonnets, to have influenced Shakespeare’s choice of what is sometimes called the three-quatrain-and-couplet model, in which the resolution of the conflict in the sonnet, or its change of mood or direction, takes place only in the couplet closure rather than at the beginning of the sestet. 

5. Daniel’s is a classical style of writing, ‘free from knots and obscurities’, such as we find in Shakespeare’s sonnets, and indeed in the later metaphysical poets – John Donne, George Herbert, Richard Crashaw. It has been said that ‘the effect [of Daniel’s finest lyrics] is created […] by moral elevation and straightforward rightness of form and style’.

Delia, Sonnet 39
1. The sonnet is a love sonnet with just a hint of the blazon. 
2. The first quatrain is a kind of memento mori. This tradition was two-fold: 
a. It could be religious: ‘In this manner, indeed, the great Creator of things has fashioned our body not only that it may live but that it may, subject to corruption, live properly.’
 Familiar topoi in this tradition include skeletal figures, sometimes propped like ‘Death the Sexton’ against a spade as though digging its own grave.
 There is also ‘the familiar topos of a Young Man with a Skull’. In one anatomical atlas, or textbook, the figure of a skeleton appears in this manner leaning upon a stone pedestal contemplating its own mortality ‘with wittily redundant melancholy’.
 

b. The other tradition of memento mori concerns itself with vanity, meaning the overestimation of one’s own physical beauty or prowess, but also the relative worthlessness our mortal life and of all earthly things when compared to the inestimable worth of our immortal life in heaven. In the first quatrain of Daniel’s Sonnet 39, the woman to whom the poem is addressed is being asked to consider her own mortality, and the inevitable corruption of bodies to which all mortals are subject, and there is the possible imputation of vanity, in the first sense.

3. The Penguin Anthology has a note on the text of this sonnet that gives an alternate reading, a variant in certain early editions, of ‘beauties’ in line 2, as ‘flowers’. This is significant because ‘flowers’ was also a word that could be used of poems. What is the effect of this metaphor for the woman’s beauties? Is it to bring the poem and the woman closer together?

Poetry as a “Speaking Picture”

1. In referring to the poem as ‘this picture’, the speaker in the second quatrain of Sonnet 39 introduces an enormously important concept in Renaissance poetry. The term ‘picture’ for poem corresponds to the familiar Renaissance theoretical understanding of poetry of creating a “speaking picture”. The Renaissance constructed a chiasmus, that is, a grammatical figure by which the order of words in one of two parallel clauses is inverted in the other: this was poesia tacens, pictura loquens (painting is mute poetry, poetry a speaking picture). Together with ut pictura poesis ‘(‘as is’ or ‘as in painting, so is’ or ‘so in poetry’)’, this chiasmus appears in virtually every treatise on art or poetry from the early Renaissance to the close of the Enlightenment, as the central theme and presiding dogma of the theory and practice of both arts alike. 

2. The poetry as speaking picture idea is elaborated with the notion of poetic ‘colours’ (l. 11), which suggest vividness of description. Sidney, in his Defence of Poesy, distinguishes poetry from philosophy as: ‘A perfect picture I say, for [the peerless poet] 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.’
 

3. Daniel’s sonnet ends with a couplet closure, an artful piece of persuasion designed to impress the beloved whom he addresses with the poet’s accomplishment in having granted her eternal life in verse, in poetry’s speaking picture.

Ben Jonson
1. Jonson wrote much and varied lyric poetry, including love poetry, and much of this was gathered in two volumes entitled The Forest and The Under-wood. 

2. Quite unlike Spenser and the Spenserians, however, a strong, not to say cynical, head and a firm hand rule Jonson’s heart and his senses. ‘All extremes I would have bard’, he says in his prescription for the ideal mistress, a prescription based on the Roman poet Martial and on the idea of love as a courtly game ‘Neither too easie, nor too hard’. Yet artistic feeling, if not love, refined and ordered in a pattern of delicate strength, gives to his best lyrics a cool, assured poise, and idealism at once artificial and rational. These are some of the finest examples of neo-classicist lyric poetry. See, for example, ‘Song: To Celia’.

‘A Fit of Rime against Rime’
1. In the debate about writing quantitative classical verse in English, besides Wyatt’s rustic or rough four stress line bound together by alliteration, what the neo-classical innovators were also against in English poetry was rhyme. 
2. Ben Jonson wrote against both Thomas Campion and Samuel Daniel, who lay on either side of the debate. And in ‘A Fit of Rime against Rime’, Ben Jonson waded into this debate, but in characteristic fashion retained a dignity of impersonal detachment and a wit that embraces the contradictions inherent in the position of writing against rhyme in a poem that rhymes. 
3. Among other things, Jonson had a large share in the development of the regular heroic couplet, which he termed ‘the bravest sort of Verses’. This is the rhyming couplet, of which there are many variations [see pp. 858-59 of the Penguin Anthology for the variety of couplets]. In this poem rhyming couplets are interspersed with other rhyming lines in six-line units, or sixains. The structure is very unusual; it may even be unique. It can be expressed as follows: aa7b3cc7b3.

Biography
1. Despite the impersonal detachment of many of Jonson’s lyrics, they have generated much critical interest in the concept of the author. So Jonson is a poet whose biography is of immediate interest to our understanding of the ways in which he inscribes himself in his poetry.

2. Jonson was the son of an Anglican clergyman who died shortly before his birth, in 1572. His mother married a master bricklayer of Westminster.

3. Jonson was sent to the College of St Peter (Westminster School) and always remained devoted to his master, William Camden, whose topographical work, Britannia, ran to several editions in Latin and English. After school, despite his education in Latin and Greek classical literature, which eventually proved to have a formative influence on his subsequent career as a poet and a dramatist, Jonson went into his stepfather’s trade, but soon he took up acting.

4. He went to prison for killing a fellow actor, Gabriel Spencer, in a duel, for which he escaped hanging by pleading self-defence and claiming the benefit of clergy. This was a kind of legal loophole which allowed any person who was able to read a verse from the Latin Bible to escape capital punishment once.
 

5. This was not the only time that Jonson was in prison. Controversy and scandal dogged him throughout the course of a professional career lasting more than thirty years and extending over the reigns of three monarchs – Elizabeth I, James I, and Charles I. Jonson was much more a direct social critic than many writers at the time, and his writing could be satirical and didactic. He was thrown into Marshalsea Prison in 1597 for ‘seditious and slanderous matter’ found in his collaborative play, The Isle of Dogs; he was interrogated by Lord Chief Justice Popham in 1601 for libellous material in his play, Poetaster; he was summoned before the Privy Council a few years later to defend Sejanus, and in 1605 he found himself in danger of having his nose slit and ears cut for satirical passages in Eastward Ho.

6. While in prison for murder he was converted to Roman Catholicism and thereafter he was Catholic for 12 years, until about 1610. The conveyance of secret information by the intelligence services was a feature of the nation of Elizabeth I. And being Roman Catholic in England meant living a harassed life. But Jonson assisted official inquiries into the Gunpowder Plot (in 1605), a Catholic plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament, and did not suffer when charged with recusancy and required to appear before the London Consistory Court (in 1606).
 

7. Jonson’s dignity as a scholarly artist was confirmed by Scottish tributes (he was the grandson of a gentleman of the Scottish border), and an honorary degree from Oxford (1619).

The concept and construction/inscription of the author in lyric verse
Jonson seems to be an author who reveals himself freely and readily within his own writing, as he does in ‘On My First Sonne’ and ‘My Picture Left in Scotland’.

‘My Picture Left in Scotland’

1. Jonson was very adept at creating comic versions of himself in lyric verse.

2. He gave an autograph copy of this poem to his friend William Drummond of Hawthornden, headed with a couple of lines in which he refers to the poem as ‘a picture of my selfe’. What he reveals is not merely the poet’s emotional state, but, in a literal, painterly sense, his physical appearance.

3. The poem rehearses the relationship of music to lyric poetry, or lyric poetry’s musicality, and it makes direct reference to metrical feet, ‘feet’ here punning on those of his younger, swifter rivals in love. 

4. Despite the poem’s colloquial tone and idiom, it is artfully constructed around a proposition – that Love must be deaf – which is wittily dismissed, with a gesture of realistic self-appraisal, after line 10. Love is not blind, after all: a view stated at the beginning of the lyric but which gathers witty significance as the poem proceeds.

Neo-classicist Lyric Poetry

1. Jonson is regarded as the first great English theorist and practitioner of neoclassicism, the first really direct, learned, deliberate, and single-hearted heir of Greek and especially Roman] antiquity.
2. It is said that he ‘gave poetry a new charter through his dynamic assimilation of the main tradition of the past’ – the classical tradition. 
Epigrams

1. Among the lyrics which Jonson wrote are a great number of epigrams. By the 1580s theorists had begun to associate sonnet and epigram, rather than to contrast them. The sonnet came to be thought of not only as a part of a sequence but as a separate form – not unlike the emotionally sweet epigram. The couplet closure in the sonnets of Drayton, Daniel and Shakespeare was a transformation influenced by the epigram. But so in fact was the spoken diction and sharp wit we find in Sidney’s sonnets. In fact, the modulation or change in the critical thinking about the epigram at this time extended also to the elegy.

2. Jonson pronounced his epigrams, which were published together in a volume of that title, ‘the ripest of my studies’. The epigram was one of the favourite genres of the European Renaissance, and in Elizabethan and Jacobean England it had many exponents. None, however, was so serious, complete, artistic, and original a disciple of the Latin poet Martial as Jonson, and none was such a Roman epigrammatist in temper, for Jonson the lyrist may be said to see and think and feel in terms of the epigram. Some of these epigrams are satirical acrid pictures of social morés and manners, but some critics think that better among his epigrams are the epitaphs on his daughter and son, which enshrine the most felicitous of all Jonson’s adaptations of Martial. These are of course elegies. 

Mourning Elegies

1. The classical elegy was a poem in alternating hexameters and pentameters, and originally implied a lamentation. It later became much more broadly defined as treating of love, transience, disillusionment, death, and kindred puzzling and challenging themes, but retained the character of passionate meditation. 

2. Elizabethan and Jacobean critics retained the term elegy, often distinguishing “mourning elegies” and “anniversaries” from love elegies.
 

‘On My First Sonne’

1. Jonson’s epigrammatic mourning elegy ‘On My First Sonne’, was written when his son, also called Benjamin (hence the first line of the poem), died of the plague in 1603. 

2. The poem directly alludes to Martial’s epigrams, in the final line, and recursively, if obliquely, therefore in line 2 as well. 

3. The Roman philosophy Stoicism is especially evident in the litany of ills and evils which young Benjamin is said to have escaped and in the speaker’s advice to himself not to love too much, to temper his love.

4. There is a trope or set of tropes that the poem draws on in its witty pronouncement that ‘here doth lye / BEN. JONSON his best piece of poetrie’. These are the metaphors of poetry as a physical body and of literary creation as sexual generation. These metaphors arise out of the following concerns, among others: the nature of literary engendering; creativity and organic growth; the creative relationship of the author to her or his work. The claim they make is that poetry reproduces or recreates the actuality, the life or the truth of whatever it is about; it is a speaking picture. In the poetic theory of Tesauro, a conceit or metaphor gives life, truth and being to the poem as a whole work. These tropes are potent and pervasive in literature and philosophy and by no means only so in the Renaissance.
‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’
1. Also distinctive among Jonson’s elegies are the addresses and compliments to titled and literary patrons and friends, characterised, as is so much of Jonson’s poetry, by an unmistakable combination of strength and charm.
 One such piece is a genial and gracious invitation to supper. As you can see from the notes which I have supplied in photocopy, three of Martial’s poems of invitation lie behind this poem.

2. This epigram is remarkable for its wit and good humour, and its good manners and graciousness towards the speaker’s guest. This describes its tone of voice, but also in style it is graceful and classical. 

3. Jonson wrote all his poems ‘first in prose, for so his master Cambden had Learned him’. ‘If the fact symbolizes and partly explains the prosaic element in most of Jonson’s poetry, it suggests too his colloquial tone and idiom and clear, tough intellectual fibre.’
 

4. The wit consists partly in self-deprecatory references to Jonson’s own poetry, and yet the last laugh, as it were, is had by him for the gracious invitation is in the form of a poem. 

5. The reference in the poem to the Mermaid Tavern reminds us that this was where writers who respected his learning and principles, known as ‘Sons of Ben’ used to gather. There Jonson could be found in wit-combats with Shakespeare. Bishop Fuller’s description of these is worth repeating:

which two I behold like a Spanish Great Galleon, and an English Man-of-War; Maister Johnson (like the former) was built far higher in learning; solid, but slow in his performances. Shakespeare, with the English Man-of-War, lesser in bulk, but lighter in sailing, could turn with all tides, tack about and take advantage of all winds, by the quickness of his Wit and Invention.

6. There are also more sinister topical references to the government informers or spies, Robert Pooly and Parrot, that display a kind of stoical endurance and magnanimous commitment to ‘the good life’ of poetry, inward order, gracious manners, intellectual conversation, and friendship in the face of the dangers inherent for a Roman Catholic in Elizabethan London. ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’ is thought to have been written prior to Jonson’s re-conversion to Anglicanism.

William Shakespeare

The Sonnets (including their Textual History)

Shakespeare began writing his sonnets in the late 1590s, though they were first published as a collection by Thomas Thorpe in 1609 in quarto, whether with Shakespeare’s approval or not is not known. Versions of two of them – 138 and 144 – had appeared in 1599, in The Passionate Pilgrim, a collection ascribed to Shakespeare but including some poems certainly written by other authors. Shakespeare’s sonnets were, to begin with, not a book. At least some of them circulated initially in manuscript, and as such it seems likely that they were initially conceived as coterie literature: the poet was writing for an audience or readership he knew, his ‘private friends’. The experimentalism and daring, both linguistic and erotic, and the obscurity, mystification, ambiguity and playfulness that have so frustrated later readers, would have been entirely appropriate within this context. Alternative versions of Sonnets 2 and 106 exist in still-surviving seventeenth-century manuscripts.
As we have previously discussed, the sonnet is distinctive on account of it formal qualities. It may be an independent lyric stanza, but it is a stanza with a twist, a sudden turn of thought, an abrupt transformation of theme. This is not always, but very often at line nine, that is, after the octave and at the beginning of the sestet. So the form of the sonnet dictates something of the way in which it is to treat its subject. The sestet summarizes and resolves the thematic tensions of the octave. To illustrate this read Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29.

Sonnet 29
1. You will notice the rhyme scheme is unlike any we have encountered hitherto: a,b,a,b; c,d,c,d; e,f,e,f,g,g. The fact that b rhymes with f is incidental and not a regular feature of the sonnets. 

2. After the octave has set out the situation, the sestet introduces the new thought (‘yet …’) that resolves the tension of the octave. 

3. It has been argued that this form renders the sonnet unsuitable for musical accompaniment. It has been said that: ‘A composer would find it practically impossible […] to compose decently for the sonnet form unless he ignored the conventions of composition popular in the High Middle Ages. If on the one hand he were to produce a single melody for the whole poem, he would do so at the expense of sensitivity to the turn of thought occurring after line eight; if he were to produce two different melodies for the poem, a longer one for the octave and a shorter one for the sestet, he would come up with an asymmetrical composition completely at variance with what is known of the traditions of such music.’
 Moreover there is an absence of even implied address to a listening audience in this and many more sonnets. Rather the impression is of a person quietly speaking with himself, a meditation in which there is a sudden illumination that brings with it a change of mood.

Sonnet 30

1. Given the expectation that the formal attribute of the sonnet produces, the sonneteer could play with this expectation by introducing formal irregularities. Shakespeare’s Sonnet 30 delays the resolution of the anxiety expressed throughout the octave and the first four lines of the sestet until the final couplet.

2. One particular formal feature of the epigram finds its way into Drayton’s and Shakespeare’s sonnets, and this is the couplet closure. It is indeed likely that Shakespeare derived this particular formal feature from Drayton.

3. You will notice the rhyme scheme is once again: a,b,a,b; c,d,c,d; e,f,e,f,g,g. 
4. Among the qualities of Shakespeare’s Sonnets 29 and 30 is the remarkable lucidity of style and emotional expression, noticeably lacking in allegory, metaphor, and conceit, which are found in abundance in the sonnets of Sidney and Spenser. Shakespeare’s sonnets are in this respect more indebted to the sixteenth-century plain style of Sir Thomas Wyatt and Sir Walter Ralegh, than to the Italianate, florid and fluent style of the Elizabethan courtly lyrics of Sidney and Spenser. Moreover this lucidity of expression lends itself to psychological realism, a perennial feature of Shakespeare’s sonnets.
5. ‘In the nineteenth century, “lyric,” by then a vogue word, acquired the elegiac sense “expressive,” so that Ruskin could define lyric poetry as “the expression by the poet of his own feelings.”’ But we should hesitate to agree entirely with this interpretation. Shakespeare’s lucidity of emotional expression, devoid of many of the obviously artificial elements of Spenser’s poetic, such as allegory and complex metaphors, should not necessarily lead us to assume that his sonnets are simply the expression by the poet of his own feelings. Rather they are deceptively well crafted and at the same time the emotional truth of them may not be only or even consistently personal.

6. Textual evidence suggests that Thorpe, publisher of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, printed from a transcript by someone other than Shakespeare. His volume bears a dedication over his own initials to ‘Mr W.H.’; we do not know whether this derives from the manuscript, and can only speculate about the dedicatee’s identity. His initials are those of Shakespeare’s only known dedicatee, Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, but in reverse order.

7. We have even less clue as to the identity of the Sonnets’ other personae, who include the ‘dark lady’. 

8. Shakespeare’s Sonnets may not be autobiographical, but they are certainly unconventional: the most idealistic poems celebrating love’s mutuality are addressed by one man to another (all these are among the first 126), and the poems clearly addressed to a woman, which follow, revile her morals, speak ill of her appearance, and explore the poet’s self-disgust at his entanglement with her.

Sonnet 36
The relationship described herein is not one of social mutuality, but rather of hierarchy, for the speaker seems dependent upon the addressee for the honour that attaches to the recipient of public acts of kindness. Nevertheless it is perhaps a mutuality of love in which each possesses the other, and in which the poetic utterance is high-minded and sensitive in its treatment of love, and idealistic and self-sacrificing in sentiment.

Sonnet 130
1. Read this sonnet in relation to Spenser’s Amoretti, 15. Some critics are of the view that ‘it is hard to believe that Shakespeare’s Sonnet CXXX is not, particularly in ll.3-4, parodying this poem’.

2. Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130 is not one of the poems addressed to the dark woman, but it is clearly about her, and as such perhaps reiterates that which we find in those others – revulsion at the ‘breath that from my mistress reeks’ and speaking ill of her appearance. 

3. In features like this the sonnet resembles the ‘contreblason’, the blazon that blames rather than praises. But the poetic speaker does not revile her morals, nor does the poem explore the poet’s self-disgust at his entanglement with her. Rather he speaks of her proudly, yet without ‘airs’, and avoiding ‘false comparison’. 

4. The style, once again, resembles the sixteenth-century plain style of Wyatt and Ralegh, rather than the Italianate, florid and fluent style of Sidney and Spenser. But Shakespeare’s plain style could be as sweet as Spenser, as lacking in cynicism, as high-minded and sensitive in its treatment of love, and as idealistic in sentiment, provided, that is, apparently, it is love of a man for another man.

Sonnets 44 & 45
1. Michael Schoenfeldt aims ‘to render visible the physiological underpinnings of the parameters of psychological depth’ in the sonnets.
 Two poems that do make explicit reference to the humoral vocabulary of Renaissance medicine are Sonnets 44 and 45.

The Microcosm

2. Although they were to be elaborated enormously, theories of analogy between the human body and the macrocosm extend historically from Empedocles’s (fl. mid-5th century BC) notion of the ‘discordia concors’ of the four elements, ruled alternately by love or sympathy, which unites them, and strife or antipathy, which fragments them into separate concentric spheres.
 In the diluted form in which the elements are encountered in the world, they are to their pure and essential form as the human body is to the macrocosm. 
3. In successive periods there occurred an accretion of correspondences to the elements in Empedocles’s theory. These include, most notably, Hippocrates’s theory of the four forces or qualities of the human body, to which Galen adhered as one of a number of what he regarded as self-evident maxims;
 and the development of the theory of humours, which were originally associated with the elements, but which subsequently lost their immediately cosmic significance and developed an exclusively corporeal significance. 
4. The theory that emerged as a result of these accretions into Arabic philosophy and Medieval scholasticism has become known as the chemical or elemental microcosm, in which from the elements are derived the humours which explain an individual’s temperament or disposition, physical and psychological by which particular humour is dominant in his constitution. Moreover disease resulted when the dominance of one humour became absolute. In other words, health is a balance between extremes and the maintenance of this balance requires temperance, the virtue whereby appetite is made subject to discipline.
Table I outlines the elements, qualities, and humours, and the psychological types which are associated with them. Read the table horizontally as well as vertically; so, for example, the element of air is wet and hot, and is associated with blood, which is one of the humours. An abundance of blood gives rise to a sanguine psychology.

	Element
	Zodiac
	Ruling Planet
	Force / Quality
	Humour
	Produced
	Bodily function
	Season
	Life Stage
	Psychological disposition

	Air
	Libra (Cardinal)
	Venus
	Wet & Hot
	Blood
	In the liver
	Nourishes the body
	Spring
	Childhood
	Sanguine, cheerful

	
	Aquarius (Fixed)
	Saturn
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Gemini (Mutable)
	Mercury
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Fire
	Aries (Cardinal)
	Mars
	Hot & Dry
	Yellow bile / Choler
	In the gallbladder
	Aids digestion & supplies energy
	Summer
	Youth
	Choleric,

irritable

	
	Leo (Fixed)
	Sun
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sagittarius (Mutable)
	Jupiter
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Earth
	Capricorn (Cardinal)
	Saturn
	Dry & Cold
	Black bile / Melancholy
	In the spleen
	Stabilises mood
	Autumn
	Maturity
	Melancholic,

depressed

	
	Taurus (Fixed)
	Venus
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Virgo (Mutable)
	Mercury
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Water
	Cancer (Cardinal)
	Moon
	Cold & Wet
	Phlegm
	In the brain or the lungs
	Lubricates the joints
	Winter
	Old age
	Phlegmatic,

apathetic

	
	Scorpio (Fixed)
	Mars
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Pisces (Mutable)
	Jupiter
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


5. Helkiah Crooke asserts, Man’s ‘body is, as it were, a Magazine or Store-house of all the vertues and efficacies of all bodies’. Moreover, ‘the whole body’ is perfectly mixed, for there is ‘concord and agreement of the foure disagreeing qualities, and so just & equal a mixture of the elements, as that it is the very middle and meane amongst all living and animated things’. Microcosmographia: A Description of the Body of Man (London: W. Jaggard, 1615), fols 3, 7
Sonnet 44

1. Sonnet 44 rests not only on this convention of microcosm theory, but corresponds also to the Neoplatonic theory developed by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, that humans, unlike all other creatures, do not have a rigidly determined nature, a limited sphere of willing and acting, but may encompass all other things particularly in the mind, by means of thought. 
2. The speaker of Sonnet 44 wishes that ‘the dull substance of my flesh were thought’ so that when he thought of his beloved he would be with him. But he is separated physically from his beloved by the elements of ‘earth and water’; consequently the speaker is left in despair. Although ‘nimble thought can jumpe both sea and land,’ thought is not flesh. The poem resorts to self-splitting in the usual Platonic/Christian dualism, contrasting ‘my flesh’ with ‘thought’ – significantly not ‘my thought’, but ‘nimble thought’, referred to as ‘he’ (a third-person self-distancing). Why does the speaker do this? It is an act of self-dissociation that is either at the root of or symptomatic of the speaker’s melancholy. The dualism becomes most acute in the paradoxical line embodying the two senses of ‘thought’: ‘thought [reflection] kills me (the body who wishes to be thought) that I am not thought [spirit]’. As soon as this self-reminding takes place, the surmounting of space by thought is made ridiculous. And this deflation causes the subsidence into the heavily inorganic (‘earth’, ‘water’). The dropping of slow tears, as in a water clock, mark’s time’s leisure, as injurious distance mutates into injurious time.

Sonnet 45

1. The speaker of Sonnet 45 sends his thought and his desire, which he likens to the elements of ‘slight ayre, and purging fire’, to be with the beloved, only to discover that ‘My life, being made of foure [elements], with two alone / Sinkes downe to earth, oppresst with melancholie’. Thought is affected by, or afflicted by, the material claims of the flesh. 
2. Purging fire and slight air then return, dispersing melancholy by their arrival; the friend’s fair health restores life’s composition. 
3. In the final picture of the circuit between the speaker and his friend or beloved, personal agency is avowed: ‘I send them back again’. Thought and desire, no longer seemingly independent agents, are ambassadors of the active self, who fantasizes that they are also messengers from the friend, messengers who ‘come back again’ with news of the friend’s fair health, in reciprocity for the speaker’s earlier ‘tender embassy of love’.

Sonnets 146 & 147

Table III: Contemporary dualistic conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul

	
	Platonic
	Aristotelian
	Christian (Thomist)
	Cartesian

	Divisions of the Soul
	Lower Mortal:

Natural / Appetitive / Concupiscent / Desirous
	Vegetative (Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	Vegetative (Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	

	
	Higher Mortal:

Vital / Affective / Agitative / Irascible / Passionate / Spiritual
	
	
	

	
	
	Motile (Movement)
	Motile (Movement)
	

	
	
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	

	
	Immortal
	Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)

	Metaphysical Relationship of Body to Soul
	Vehicle and habitation
	Instrument and form
	Instrument and temporary habitation
	Temporary habitation and instrumental automaton

	Ethical Character of Relationship
	ascetic or idealistic (beautiful body = good soul)
	Functional; body inherently temperate and appetitive
	ascetic, but Imago dei (body made in God’s image); hence distinction between ‘body’ and ‘flesh’
	functional

	Personal Identity and Immortality
	Person as the Immortal soul; body is mortal
	Active Reason is eternal. Personal identity lies in the individuated soul as form of the body, which is mortal. 
	Rational Soul is immortal, but personal identity lies also in body & lower faculties of soul, which are resurrected in incorporeal, glorified form.
	Rational soul is locus of personal identity.


Table III provides comparative information about contemporary dualistic conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul. This has more relevance to Sonnets 146 and 147, but it is a general overview and not relevant in its entirety to any particular sonnet or text on the course. The first five rows of the table detail the divisions of the soul in Platonic, Aristotelian, Thomistic (Thomas Aquinas), and Cartesian (René Descartes) philosophy. Plato, for instance, divides the soul into the lower mortal, higher mortal, and immortal parts. The lower mortal part is also called the natural soul, or appetitive soul, etc. Parts of the soul as described by each philosopher are broadly comparable with those on the same row under the other philosophers. So Plato’s lower mortal soul is roughly equivalent to the vegetative soul in Aristotle. There are problems with making such comparisons, and they can mislead, but they can also be helpful, especially as the Renaissance tended to amalgamate Plato and Aristotle, rather than keeping their philosophies distinct.

Sonnet 146

1. Sonnet 146 is perhaps the only sonnet in the whole collection or sequence by Shakespeare where the distinction between body and soul finds clear and arguably conventional expression. 
2. Part of the brilliance of Shakespeare’s sonnet sequence is characterized by the way in which the succeeding sonnet, 147, which is its twin, ignores the conventional moral advice of 146.

3. Perhaps the first observation to make about Sonnet 146 is the corrupt second line in the Quarto (repeating ‘my sinfull earth’). Variously satisfactory substitutes have been proposed, but since no independent evidence of the original choice of diction survives, the poem remains tantalizingly incomplete.

4. The sonnet pronounces itself to be a kind of homily to the immortal, rational soul, leading the reader to expect moral or religious content. ‘Poor soul, the centre of my sinful earth’: here centre can be understood figuratively as an indication of relative value.
 
5. All around, ‘these rebel pow’rs’ ‘array’ the soul; that is, they are marshaled for battle against it and they afflict it, ill-treat it and bring it to a lowly condition.
 The rebel powers are the body and the passions. Thomas Wright tells us that the passions are ‘actes of the sensitive power, or facultie of our soule […]: a sensuall motion of our appetitiue faculty, through thimagination [sic] of some good or ill thing’.
 [Consult the table of contemporary dualistic conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul, and between the divisions of the soul] Wright explains that the reason of ‘amitie betwixt the passions and sense’ is ‘the greater conformitie and likenesse betwixt them, than there is betwixt passions and reason: for passions are drowned in corporall organs and instruments, aswell as sense: reason dependeth on no corporall subject’.
 They afflict the body because when they are ‘stirring in our mindes, they alter the humours of our bodies, causing some passion or alteration in them’.

6. Lines 3 and 4 make clear that the rebel powers, in so far as they are the body and those parts or faculties of the soul that are deeply involved in the body’s existence and functions, are both the besiegers and the besieged; they imprison and they protect. There is a deeply problematic relationship between body and soul: ‘the body, which protects, houses, shelters, the soul, also holds the soul prisoner within it’.

7. A series of increasingly hectoring questions in the octave – ‘Poor soule […] / […] / Why dost thou pine within […]’? Shall worms eat up thy charge? etc. – is followed in the third quatrain by adjurations (solemn appeals) to the soul – ‘Then soul, live thou upon thy servant’s loss’; ‘let that pine’; ‘Buy terms divine’; ‘be fed’. 
8. According to Helen Vendler: ‘Only the last epigrammatic line – And death once dead, there’s no more dying then – departs from the homiletic model, which would inevitably mention redemption, resurrection, or heaven.

9. Yet Vendler argues that the poem is not as conventional as many critics have considered it to be in its opposition between the passions and the body, on the one hand, and the immortal, rational soul, on the other:


We might ask […] when the reader begins to be surprised, since it is the mark of any good poem to be surprising. One is not surprised by the rebel (sensual) powers of the body, nor by the reversal of the proper relation of subordination of body to soul: these are conventional notions. The appetites demand to be fed, and the soul’s own nurture has been diverted to them (to be rediverted to its proper destination in within be fed, without be rich no more). The speaker assumes in line 12 that external riches bestowed on the sensual body are inversely proportionate to the proper feeding of the soul – an argument for inserting feeding in Q1 to match costly gay. The religious paradoxes (large cost / short lease; buy terms divine / selling hours of dross; rebel powers / servants; etc.) animate the homiletic solemnity of the poem, and are expectable in this context – even the “buying” of terms divine is not unexpected, given the medieval practice of buying indulgences.



It is in the eating-chain that the poem becomes disturbing. The soul has been feeding its rebel powers instead of itself, and consequently it pines within. The rebel powers eat up its store. And when the body those powers inhabit falls victim to mortality, worms will eat up the soul’s charge, and profit from its excess. The proposed reversal is: let thy servant’s excess pine to aggravate thy store, so that then thou mayst live and be fed. Though we are coming close to materializing the soul here, the verbs live and be fed (passive voice) can remain – just barely – on a metaphysical level (in this poem of repeated materialization of spiritual relations into dearth, paint, walls, cost, inheritors, rebel powers (servants), store, buying and selling, poor and rich).



But the active-voice verb shalt feed on, used of the soul, is hopelessly material, especially when it is repredicated of Death that feeds on men, recalling the worms who eat up the body and the rebel powers that (as I believe) feed on the soul’s store. The eating-chain – first death (the worm) feeds on men, then the soul will feed on death – puts the soul in the position of ingesting the death-worm and his ingested men. In this little proposed counternarrative, death pines along with the starved and digested body, and the soul is correspondingly advantaged. “Who will deliver me from the body of this death?” says Saint Paul, linking body and death as a double prison.

10. The soul, the immaterial soul, is being understood in terms of the material, physical processes of ingestion and digestion. If we glance back at line 1 – ‘Poor soul, the centre of my sinful earth’ – ‘centre’ now suggests the location of the soul as imagined in concrete, almost physical terms; the soul is loosely but traditionally imagined as the inmost element in the body. One way of understanding this is in terms of the difficulty of imagining, of encompassing in language, the spiritual, the incorporeal and eternal. In this sense, it bears some affinity with Donne’s Holy Sonnet, ‘Batter my heart’, except that Donne’s poem unfolds the dangerous entailments of a traditional anthropomorphic metaphor for divine love, thereby suggesting through a paradox that God’s love is beyond such human comparison. But the sonnet suggests that ‘whatever will happen then (in the future), the present is nothing but dying. […] There’s no more dying then – but there is only dying now.’
 Partly perhaps as a result of the fallen human condition in which life is a dying life, a death-in-life: 
There is no passing through, even in the imagination, to the other side of death, to the eternal life of the immortal soul. The terms divine are given no imaginative realization; the corporeal and incorporeal ingestion by worms and by death and by the soul show the imagination stopped at a dark consuming. However, for this very reason, the poem becomes [not merely less conventional, but] more humane as it progresses, leaving behind its tone of superiority as it concludes in a mediation on the universality of death and the incorrigible materiality of the body.
 
It is in this sense that the sonnet is less conventional and more melancholic that its readers have often supposed.

Sonnet 147

1. Rather than exercising temperance, rather than tempering the passions or the body’s appetite, starving the body to feed the soul, the speaker of Sonnet 147 (in Schoenfeldt’s words) ‘articulates a desire which is evinced in its yearning for what at once precipitates and prolongs the illness’:

2. There is a conceptual link between desire or passion (here named ‘love’) and the extenuation of illness that succumbing to desire breeds. The common root of “longing” and “longer” underscores this linkage which is stated with chilling simplicity in line 8: “Desire is death”.
 The psychological principal subject of this metaphor – love – is underpinned and shaped by the medical subsidiary subject – fever – which was thought to be caused by distemperature of the heart. Fever could cause and be caused by passion. Since any regimen based on the theory of the four humours would forbid a feverish patient food, the metaphors of feeding by which the speaker presents his unwholesome mental state are especially pertinent.

3. ‘The medical terminology that underpins so many of Shakespeare’s portraits of psychological inwardness in Sonnet 147 restructures the dualism that comprised the subject of the previous sonnet, but now the opposition is not between body and soul but rather between reason and desire.’
 But since the faculty of the immortal soul is the rational faculty, and since desire arises from the appetitive, concupiscent and passionate faculties of the mortal soul and their immersion in the corporeal body, the opposition is not wholly changed from that in 146. Here though, ‘The desiring self is allegorized as a patient who refuses to follow the prescriptions of his frustrated physician, reason.’

4. Shakespeare’s speaker in Sonnet 147 has no recourse to remedy, however invasive, for reason, the physician, is ‘past care’ and has abandoned his disobedient patient, who has refused the prescribed medicine. There is perhaps a suggestion that reason itself is so far deteriorated that medicine or philosophy, the medicine of the soul, is powerless to help. And the poem’s alignment of desire with illness draws steadily towards desperation or despair and madness.

5. But does the madness of Sonnet 147 strike us as entirely genuine? Vendler observes: ‘The direct second-person accusation of the last line departs from the self-diagnostic pose of the rest’. This couplet ‘turns away from the anguished self in extremis and casts a bitter glance both on past self-deception and on the present corrupt mistress [the dark lady, who is ‘dark’ both in terms of complexion and morality]. The late introduction of direct address now “explains” the illness to the woman rather than to the self.’ 

The paradox of the sonnet is that this “madman” is perfectly clear about what the truth is: he knows that his thoughts and his discourse are “at random from the truth.” He knows that his appetite is uncertain and sickly (rather than thinking it healthy or good). Though he tells us Reason has left him, we cannot believe him. He comes closer to the truth in line 9, where he says Reason is past care; he knows what Reason says, but he no longer cares to observe its mandates. As soon as he says he is “frantic mad” he corrects himself, saying that his words are “as madmen’s are.” Such instant self-corrections […] refuse the flattering unction of madness, and judge the self culpable rather than excusing it.
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