The Well-Tempered Reader: Renaissance Poetics

Literary Theory

The Reformation and Defence of Poetry and the Hierarchy of Genres

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries writers like Sir Philip Sidney, George Puttenham, Thomas Campion and Samuel Daniel absorbed and re-expressed the theoretical traditions of the Italian Renaissance. They were frequently motivated by a sense of dissatisfaction with the state of English poetry. 
This lecture shall deal firstly with (A) the causes of this dissatisfaction and the directions in which it was proposed that English poetry should be reformed. Secondly (B) it shall address two areas of literary theory in a little more detail: 

i. The search for answers to why literature should be taken seriously; 
ii. Theories of poetic inspiration or creative ingenuity.

A.


i. Unfavourable comparisons between English poetry and that of the ancient Greeks and Romans, and that of Renaissance Italy and France. Patriotic desire to have a poetry comparable to that of ancient Rome or Renaissance Italy.
ii. Growing tide of Puritanism that regarded the whole art of poetry with suspicion.

iii. The directions in which it was proposed that English poetry should be reformed.

i.
Intellectual energy spent trying to find ways to make English poetry more like the poetry of the Italian Renaissance or indeed of Renaissance Italy’s Classical forebears, the ancient Romans:
· 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]
· The “Areopagus” was a circle or coterie of poets including Sir Philip Sidney, his friend Fulke Greville, Gabriel Harvey, George Puttenham, and Edmund Spenser, who discussed among other matters the use of classical quantitative metre in English verse.
· Let us begin with the most familiar of metrical forms – what is now known as the iambic pentameter. That it is called ‘iambic’ tells us that the line goes ti-tum, as opposed to, say, tum-ti. An iamb goes: ti-tum. That it is ‘pentameter’ tells us that the line consists of five stressed syllables. So if an iambic pentameter line were perfectly regular, it would go ti-tum ti-tum ti-tum ti-tum ti-tum. Such a perfectly regular line is this, from Alfred Lord Tennyson’s ‘Tithonus’:


The woods decay, the woods decay and fall

Nobody could read this line of Tennyson without reading it metrically, this is to say, placing emphasis on the second, fourth, sixth, eighth and tenth syllables. But while this is an example of a regular iambic pentameter, it is not common, in good poetry, to find such perfect lines, or to find several of them in succession.
 Very often one of the five metrical accents is dropped, or the line consists of some other variation, with varying effects.

· Both the iambic and the pentameter can of course change. If there are four stressed syllables in a line, it is tetrameter; if six, hexameter; if only three, trimeter. 

· Similarly ti-tum can change to tum-ti. That is a trochee, and a line that goes tum-ti tum-ti … is a trochaic line. It could be trochaic pentameter or trochaic hexameter, for example. There are of course further variations: a spondee goes: tum! tum! followed by ti-ti. But spondees are much rarer than iambs and trochees. Not quite so rare is the anapaest. The anapaestic line goes: ti-ti-tum ti-ti-tum …. A dactylic line goes: tum-ti-ti tum-ti-ti …. 

· All these metres are kinds of what are called stress-syllable metres. But the iambic line tends to be the most frequently used in English Renaissance poetry because, among other things, there is a strong iambic element in ordinary English speech rhythms.
· The literary-critical terminology that we now use to ‘measure’ metre in poetry is a product of the Renaissance. ‘Renaissance literary theorists [like Campion] tended to be characteristically confident that their own age was bringing new light to former darkness. Their confidence has sometimes been shared by later literary historians, who have seen the Renaissance as establishing a firm basis for the theory and practice of English metre after the clumsiness of earlier centuries.’
 

· It is sometimes said that Sir Thomas Wyatt ‘was the pioneer who fumbled in the linguistic difficulties that beset him and prepared the way for […] smoother lines and more pleasing accentuation’.
 ‘Editors of the mid sixteenth century saw their immediate predecessors [like Wyatt] as groping towards iambic regularity’.

· 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.
 In editing Wyatt’s ‘[They fle from me that sometime did me seke]’ (Penguin Anthology, 53, p. 181), he emended the line ‘I would fain knowe what she hath deserved’ to ‘How like you this, what hath she now deserved’. 

· 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.
· Renaissance humanist theorists of poetry adapted classical terminology to English verse. But this immediately raised problems, because classical verse was not in stress-syllable metres; it was based instead on the length or ‘quantity’ of syllables. Any of you who have learned or ever attempted to learn a classical language will have been made aware of the varying lengths of syllables. This is called quantity. There is stress in Latin as well, but stress is a far more significant factor in English. Because of this mismatch there were some attempts made to establish quantitative metre in English, that is, a metre that is counted by the number of long and short syllables, rather than stressed syllables.
· The Areopagus were not extremists who wished to take over classical metrics in toto; they were moderates who were looking for an English and accentual equivalent of the quantitative system. Their desire was to harmonize the native medieval with the classical tradition. 
· 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. 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.
· Ultimately the attempt to write quantitative verse in English failed. A compromise was reached in which stress was substituted for quantity but the classical names were retained and attention was paid to the number of syllables in a line. It is this compromise which we have inherited in our use of the terms like iambic and pentameter to describe the stress-syllable line.

· So, from these deliberations and controversies were forged the terminology of the iambic, the trochaic, the spondaic, and the anapaestic 
rimester, tetrameter, pentameter, and hexameter lines. In other words, the literary-critical terminology that we now use to ‘measure’ metre in poetry is a product of the Renaissance.
ii. 
Puritan disgust at ribald comedy, vicious satire, and lascivious love poetry.

· Plato’s suggestion that poetry should be banished from his commonwealth.

iii.
The directions in which it was proposed that English poetry should be reformed
· The defenders of poetry had first to admit the evidence, and second to demonstrate that the practices complained of all represented abuses rather than legitimate uses of poetry.
· The poet had from the earliest days been associated with the loftiest duties:

· In pagans time the poet was a prophet

· David, in the Old Testament, and Jesus, teaching by fiction (parables and stories) in the New Testament

· The Reformation insistence on a sharp distinction between matters secular (as fallen) and religious, and its consignment of all secular art to an inferior rank, strongly contested the humanistic tendency in literature. This is a persistent theme through the work of Sidney, Spenser and Milton.

· The task for humanists was either to defend every type of poetry or to condemn that which could not justify its existence as socially desirable. 
· A new theory of art was required which would balance pleasurable and profitable elements.

B.
i.
The search for answers to why literature should be taken seriously.
· Acknowledged need for poets of ample learning and proper training who could establish and maintain the honour of poetry even though there existed many imitative and commercial writers.

· The richest source of traditional poetic theory: the writings of the Renaissance Italians, e.g. Iulii Caesaris Scaliger, Poetics, 7 vols. Scaliger ranked poems in order of excellence (of subject matter), as follows:

1. Hymns, paeans

2. Songs, odes, scolia sung in praise of brave men

3. Epics, in which are both heroes and lesser men

4. Tragedies, comedies

5. Satires, ... jests, nuptial songs, elegies, ... incantations, epigrams

6. Pastorals
· From a different perspective Scaliger also recognises the epic as the chief of all forms because of its catholicity of range.
· Scaliger interpreted the aim of poetry as delightful teaching, particularly the inculcation of virtue through delightful example.

· The poet, like the philosopher and orator, uses the art of language to persuade.

·  The poet’s art is superior to that of the historian, because s/he is not confined to the representation of things as they were and are, but may go on to the more god-like task of creating things which are not. 

· Like the philosopher, the orator, and the historian, the poet seeks to persuade men to lead a righteous life, but s/he has at her/his disposal the creation of models of the good which may be imitated, and of the evil which may be rejected. Therefore poetry is the master science (in the sense of scientia or ‘body of knowledge’)
ii.
Theories of poetic inspiration or creative ingenuity
· Scaliger argued that through poetry is reflexive, in that the spirit is turned back upon itself and draws from an inexhaustible spring of divine life within.

· Emmanuele Tesauro distinguished ingenuity as a non-discursive type of human understanding that discovers similitudes and creates metaphors. He saw ingenuity as the equivalent faculty in humankind to God’s creative power.

· The Areopagus was concerned to restore the poet to his ancient elevation.

· The English theory was most fully stated by Sidney in his Defense of Poetry.

A Closing Consideration:
· Italian theorists’ attention on the ‘higher’ kinds of poetry rather than on pastoral or the love lyric or Petrarchan sonnet, at the lowest extreme of the hierarchy
· The latter as pleasing but not profitable; valued for the technical exercise they afforded the poet, and therefore highly imitative
· French critical tradition tended to reinforce the Italian influence upon contemporary English tradition: sonnet and pastoral as genres inférieurs 
· How should we then understand Sidney’s sonnet sequence, Astrophil and Stella, which is more innovative than imitative? First read The Defence of Poesie, then the sonnet sequence, and consider how you might answer that question.
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