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Lecture on Sir Thomas Wyatt
1. Wyatt is sometimes referred to as the first writer of modern English poetry. 
2. As illustrating what is sometimes referred to as ‘Tudor’ (or ‘Elizabethan’) or sixteenth-century ‘plain style’, his work is exemplary. 
3. His best work would seem to have been written in the 1530s when Elizabeth was a child, and Henry VIII was on the throne of England, and so is not strictly ‘Elizabethan’, but this was circulated in manuscript and nothing was printed until Tottel’s Miscellany in 1557 on the eve of her accession. The book leapt into instant and enduring popularity, so that he and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, its chief contributors, may be said to have become Elizabethan by adoption.
Bibliography or Textual History of Wyatt’s Lyric Verse
1. In the first edition of Tottel’s Miscellany, entitled Songes and Sonnettes, ninety-seven poems were attributed to Wyatt, but in later editions that total was reduced to ninety-six by the attribution of one to an uncertain author. Raymond Southall, who wrote the first full-scale appraisal in English of the poetry of Wyatt, brings the attribution of other ‘Wyatt’ poems into doubt, observing that ‘[m]uch of the poetry reputed to be Wyatt’s seems to be the work of [an] anonymous talent […] and there is an anomaly in the conjunction of this talent and the one which impresses a definite personality upon the reader’.

2. There are four principal manuscripts of Wyatt’s poetry: Egerton MS. (the best); Devonshire MS. (the second best); Arundel MS. (compiled more than a decade after Wyatt’s death); Blage MS. (adds only two ascribed poems to Wyatt’s corpus).
3. According to Southall, there is ample ground for scepticism as to Wyatt’s authorship of many of the poems in the best manuscript, and Tottel’s Miscellany has an authority rather similar to that of the Arundel MS – ‘both are highly unlikely to have had at their disposal sources more reliable than the Egerton and Devonshire MSS., whilst the state of the Tottel text implies that it was set up from manuscripts a great deal less authentic’.
 A consequence of all this is that as readers we must remain alert to the possibility that when we read a poem ascribed to Wyatt it may not in fact have been written by him.
Biography

1. Wyatt was born at Allington Castle, Kent, about 1503, and was sent to St John’s College, Cambridge, in 1516, when he was twelve years old. He was later also educated at Oxford. At the age of seventeen, he was married to Elizabeth Brooke, daughter of his neighbour Lord Cobham, and a member of the Howard family, which is the family from which several of the contributors to Tottel’s Miscellany spring, including the other principal contributor – Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey. After the birth of a son, Thomas, the marriage disintegrated and ended in separation.
2. Barely twenty-one years old, Wyatt was appointed clerk of the king’s jewels in 1524, and thereafter his career involved missions to the pope at Rome and the council at Venice, escaping from imprisonment by the imperial forces in Italy, serving as marshal of Calais, an appointment to the Privy Council in 1533, officiating as sheriff for Kent between 1536 and 1537, serving as ambassador to Spain and as envoy to the Holy Roman Emporer Charles V. Accounts of his death vary. It may be that sent in the autumn of 1542 to conduct the imperial ambassador from Falmouth to London, he fell ill on the journey and died at Sherborne, Dorset, or he may have died of fever in Spain, where he traveled as ambassador and envoy.
Sonnet Forms and their Development
1. The poems of Wyatt’s in Tottel’s Miscellany consist of sonnets (a form or genre whose exemplary exponent was Petrarch and which Wyatt is credited with having introduced into English literature), epigrams, satires, and occasional miscellaneous forms such as ballads and songs. It has been thought by critics for a long time that the inspiration behind most of them is Italian, and of the Italians Wyatt’s chief masters included Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch), an Italian Renaissance humanist, classical scholar and poet, who wrote a collection of lyric poems – sonnets, sestinas, and canzoni – entitled the Canzoniere. Collectively the poetry describes the almost life-long unrequited love of the poet for his beloved Laura.
2. In an act of literary recreation, Wyatt translated Petrarch’s sonnets, but did not adopt an Italianate language.
3. Analysis of the form of the sonnet: Sonnet = octave + sestet

Octave (8 lines)
_ Quatrain (4)





_ Quatrain (4)


Sestet (6)


_______


14 lines

4. The rhyming schemes of sonnets vary, but Wyatt’s are typically the pattern of ‘Whoso list to hunt’, which rhymes a,b,b,a (1st quatrain); a,b,b,a (2nd quatrain); c,d,d,c,e,e (sestet), effectively turning the sestet into a third quatrain, plus a rhyming couplet (= couplet closure).
5. The strict sonnet metre would become iambic pentameter, but Wyatt’s metres are more varied and, some would say, rougher, uneven or irregular. (See the ‘Note on Wyatt’s Metres’ in the recommended edition of his poetry.)
6. Sonnet form relates to aesthetic and psychological concerns.

7. It is now generally thought that the earliest sonnets were written by Giacomo da Lentino, in the early thirteenth century. Giacomo borrowed from the 8-line strambotto, ‘familiar as a song form from among thirteenth-century Sicilian peasants’.
 One view is that ‘Giacomo spontaneously added six rhyming lines to a previously existing eight-line form to produce the new form of the sonnet’.
 In other words, he didn’t borrow the sestet from another poetic or song form. 
8. There was until recently an almost universal assumption, that ‘sonnet’ means ‘little song’, or more properly ‘little sound’, deriving from suono (sound) with the –etto suffix acting as diminutive. This was indeed assumed by Renaissance literary critics like George Gascoigne,
 and Sir Philip Sidney, speaking of kinds of poetry, says, ‘Other sorts of Poetry almost haue we none, but that Lyricall kind of Songs and Sonnets’.
 There has been therefore an assumption of the musicality of the sonnet, or even its design for actual music, based partly on the fact that the strambotto is a musical form, and partly on the idea in the late medieval and Renaissance of an audience accustomed to hearing its poetry sung.

9. But ‘sonnet’ may not be derived directly from suono; it may instead be derived from the Latin sonitus (Classical, ‘murmur’, or ‘noise’; medieval, ‘murmur’, or ‘soft sound’), which gave rise to sonetto in Italian. And there is little or no evidence that Giacomo thought of his sonnets as poems intended in any way for music. According to Paul Oppenheimer: ‘The most obvious fact about the sonnet as a form is that it moves not toward but away from an already existing song form, the strambotto, through the addition of the sestet, and thus becomes something new, attractive, and mysterious.’

10. What is the relationship between sonnets and lyric poetry? By contrast with lyric poetry, which varies considerably in metre and rhyme, the sonnet is classifiable rigidly by form, though there are what are called ‘loose sonnet forms’ (short Petrarchan love poems). However, lyric poetry is usually short and stanzaic, and the sonnet, ‘from one point of view at least, [is] a stanza, an independent stanza’.
 Moreover, sonnets accumulate in sequences like stanzas in a longer lyric poem. The class or mode “lyric” is often applied to sonnets, and in the Renaissance the sonnet was regarded as a kind of lyric poem.

11. Should we wish to consider lyric as a literary genre labeled by content, rather than by form, then we might with some justification argue that lyric often articulates what purports to be a personal experience or state of mind, and that it frequently focuses on love. Both of these distinguishing features tend also to be true of the sonnet, even though the sonnet is a sonnet because of its form. 
12. 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, in the middle, at line nine’. It 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. However Renaissance developments of sonnet form include delaying the change of direction until the final two lines, which thereby become the ‘couplet closure’.
The Emergence of Sixteenth-Century Plain Style

1. There is plenty of evidence that the early-Tudor court poets like Wyatt were aware of the light or lyrical English verse of the previous century. There are specific echoes and ‘there is a general reliance upon the fifteenth century for stanza forms, particularly lyrical forms’.
 
2. One common feature is simplicity of language:

a. This is ‘completely devoid of the […] learned diction commonly employed by the older generation of poets, poets such as [… John] Skelton. This was probably considered unfitting for a courtier and deliberately avoided as clerkly.’

b. Tudor Plain Style seems to try to approximate the rhythms of ordinary speech. 
c. This simplicity extends to the relative lack of metaphorical complexity as compared with the Elizabethan courtly style of Edmund Spenser (or Philip Sidney).
3. ‘Probably many of the poems in the [manuscripts that contain poems by Wyatt] were intended to be sung, [‘they provided part of the social background of life at Court’] a thing common in those days, […] and in this strictly limited sense they are lyrical.’
 
4. Wyatt’s reputation has suffered significantly from what has been perceived as his inability to write smoothly flowing lines and at his “carelessness” about accents. Some of this criticism has been based on Tottel’s text rather than on Wyatt’s, and hence should be ignored. Tottel took it upon himself to revise Wyatt’s verse in an attempt to civilise its rustic or rough four stress line bound together by alliteration.
 To the extent that the criticism sticks it is often thought to arise either from Wyatt’s proximity to Petrarch or from ‘fumbling attempts to follow Chaucer’. The uncertain accents, the strange pronunciations, the rough movement of the lines, are often found to have a precedent in Chaucer.
 Southall finds it questionable whether the Italians have any immediately important influence upon the early-Tudor court poets, since ‘[t]he Italian influence has no effect upon their language, a dubious effect upon their metrics, nor can it be held directly responsible for […] their attitudes towards the business of courtly love’.
 According to Southall, ‘the major point of departure, from which the early-Tudor definition of courtly love can be orientated, is not the work of continental poets, but that of Chaucer and, in particular, the Chaucer of Troilus and Criseyde’.
 
Courtly Love and Love Lyrics
1. The lyrics of Wyatt and his contemporary court poets are notable for their rejection of the rural setting which framed courtly love. ‘This […] difference is perhaps the most significant, suggesting as it does an intenser concentration upon the purely personal element in the older lyric.’ ‘For perhaps the first time in English it is possible to see, without rural accretions, the essential courtliness of courtly love.’ 

2. Wyatt’s distinctiveness lies in a certain attitude towards courtly love, an attitude that seems to arise from an acute sensitivity to the changes that took place in England in the conventions of courtly love between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and the early sixteenth.
3. So what are the traditional quality, character and conventions of courtly love?

a) Humility, faithfulness and loyalty: there emerged a ‘religion of love’
b) Ardour and passion: courtly love is not platonic, and therefore it is sometimes thought that ‘no one under its sway can retain command over reason’

c) It is to be distinguished from the art of ‘controlling love’ and from ‘debauchery’

d) It is courteous and chivalric, and therefore aristocratic, and consistently equated with the court

e) It is distinct from, and may dramatically clash with the imperatives of dynastic marriage through being adulterous – the court of love rather than the court of law is supreme – and consequently it conventionally requires secrecy

4. These ideal regulations and conventions of courtly love dominate the attention of the poets represented in the manuscripts in which we find Wyatt’s poems. Courtly love was always a ‘coalition of love and politics’: ‘The concerns for love, secrecy and steadfastness are only three of the many that are likely to appear to the modern reader as conventional affectations until the poems are allowed to take root in history.’

5. In Wyatt’s case, royal duties were interspersed with court intrigue. He was involved in many love-affairs and was popularly supposed to be the lover of Anne Boleyn, whom he had met as a boy. He had been chief “ewerer” at Anne’s coronation. In May, 1536, he was committed to the Tower to be held as a witness against Anne, but was released in June and sent to Allington Castle to remain under his father’s charge. Many of his friends were executed, including five members of the Privy Council who were charged with having been Anne’s lovers. However he grew in favour with Thomas Cromwell, who became his last patron, but this lasted only until Cromwell was disgraced and executed on 28 July, 1540. Wyatt himself was arrested once more in the following January, imprisoned in the Tower on charges of treason, and deprived of his property. Two months later, however, a full pardon was granted him. He did not live long to enjoy the king’s favour, dying in the following year.
6. ‘In the 1530s the conventions [of courtly love] provided [Wyatt] with his inherited equipment, they did not provide him with the real pressures of court life which instructed him in the use of the equipment and set him the task of reshaping it.’

7. One way of looking at how Wyatt reshapes courtly love is to consider the situations of Troilus that are the eight situations of the courtly lover: 
1) freedom; 
2) falling in love; 
3) undeclared love; 
4) suit to the beloved; 
5) acceptance (rejection) by the lady; 
6) the joys (complaints) of the fortunate (unfortunate) lover and the observance of secrecy; 
7) the separation of the lover from his lady; 
8) the unfaithfulness of the lady.
8. The overwhelming bulk of the poetry of the [early-Tudor court poets] is concerned with one or another of these situations. The only departure from the Troilus sequence in their poetry constitutes in itself a radical departure from the conventions honoured by Chaucer. The state of freedom which Troilus enjoys before seeing Criseyde is dealt with by the early-Tudor court poets as the aftermath and not the preliminary of love, it is the state of the betrayed or unrewarded lover who has seen the error of his ways and renounced the service and pursuit of his lady.
 This state is especially well represented by ‘Who so list to hount I knowe where is an hynde’. Traditionally ‘[t]he conventions demanded of a lover a constant affection in the face of all his lady’s imperviousness, cruelty and bad faith.’ ‘Who so list to hount’ aims a blow at the foundation of courtly love common to Petrarch, the Petrarchans, and Chaucer, in describing the pursuit of an inaccessible lady as so much time spent in vain.

9. Of the situations of courtly love, Wyatt, and the early-Tudor court poets generally, show a very strong preference for those of undeclared love, rejection, separation and betrayal.
10. The recurrent figures of the Ship and Fortune: we find both of these in ‘The lover compareth his state to a ship in perilous storm tossed on the sea’, a rough translation from Petrarch. These arguably derive from Chaucer and express instability and insecurity.
Sonnets from Petrarch’s Canzoniere 

190
A DOE of purest white upon green grass

wearing two horns of gold appeared to me

between two streams beneath a laurel’s shade

at sunrise in that season not yet ripe.

The sight of her was so sweetly austere

that I left all my work to follow her,

just like a miser who in search of treasure

with pleasure makes his effort bitterless.

‘No one touch me,’ around her lovely neck

was written out in diamonds and in topaz,

‘It pleased my Caesar to create me free.’

The sun by now had climbed the sky midway,

my eyes were tired but not full from looking

when I fell into water, and she vanished.

189
MY ship full of forgetful cargo sails

through rough seas at the midnight of a winter

between Charybdis and the Scylla reef,*

my master, no, my foe, is at the helm;

at each oar sits a quick and insane thought

that seems to scorn the storm and what it brings;

the sail, by wet eternal winds of sighs,

of hopes and of desires blowing breaks;

a rain of tears, a mist of my disdain

washes and frees those all too weary ropes

made up of wrong, entwined with ignorance.

Hidden are those two trusty signs of mine;

dead in the waves is reason as is skill,

and I despair of ever reaching port.
* Charybdis and Scylla were the two mythical monsters symbolizing the two dangerous sides (the whirlpool and the reef) of the Strait of Messina.
134
I FIND no peace, and I am not at war;

I fear and hope, and burn and I am ice;

I fly above the heavens, and lie on earth,

and I grasp nothing and embrace the world.

One keeps me jailed who neither locks nor opens,

nor keeps me for her own nor frees the noose;

Love does not kill, nor does he loose my chains;

he wants me lifeless but won’t loosen me.

I see with no eyes, shout without a tongue;

I yearn to perish, and I beg for help;

I hate myself and love somebody else.

I thrive on pain and laugh with all my tears;

I dislike death as much as I do life:

because of you, lady, I am this way.
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