HUSK4004 Introduction to the Humanities
Reading English Literature
Notes on Texts

Food is encountered in literature in many different ways, but perhaps more importantly, food in literature is rarely just food. Frequently it functions as a metaphor for something else. In our exploration of the question of what literature is, we shall explore ‘food’ in poetry by three Renaissance poets – William Shakespeare, Edmund Spenser, and Ben Jonson.
1.

William Shakespeare, Sonnets 146 & 147

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. 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. Shakespeare’s contemporary, 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’.
 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. 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.
 

2.

Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene
1. Book II of The Faerie Queene is entitled ‘The Legend of Sir Guyon; or, Of Temperaunce’. Temperance is the classical virtue by which appetite is made subject to discipline. When we read The Faerie Queene, we are reading allegorically. This is called allegoresis, and historically it is that from which allegory as a literary genre arose. To read allegory one must be aware that the surface plot, or literal meaning, of an allegorical narrative, signifies or symbolizes other, more hidden, meanings. These may be historical, ethical, religious, political, spiritual, and so on. In the Renaissance, the word is thought to have ‘the peculiar property of containing within itself in alio esse, in another mode of existence, that which is symbolized’.
 So we may think of allegory in terms of the simultaneity of the process of signifying multiple meanings, some of which are literal and some figurative, but all of which are more or less contained within the word.

2. At the allegorical heart of Book II of The Faerie Queene is Alma’s House, or Castle, in Cantos ix to xii. The opening stanza of Canto ix begins: ‘Of all Gods workes, which doe this world adorne, / There is no more faire and excellent, / Then is mans body both for power and forme, / Whiles it is kept in sober gouernment’. Allegorically Alma’s Castle is the human body. This is not figuratively obscure because Spenser’s House of Alma is conceptualised in terms of one of the structural metaphors employed by contemporary poets and anatomists to describe the body. This is the metaphor of anatomy as ‘building’. The terms ‘house’ and ‘castle’ can be said to contain within themselves, figuratively, the meaning ‘human body’, just as the ‘human body’ contains within itself the sense or connotation of a building. Since we are reading the book ‘Of Temperaunce’, it stands to reason that the metaphor’s principal subject in this passage is the morally conceived anatomy of Man, the internal environment of temperance as evident in a disciplined and temperate body. The ‘goodly castle’ (F.Q. II.9.10.3) is the metaphor’s subsidiary subject or vehicle.

3. One specific reason for this relatively commonplace metaphor of ‘building’ for anatomy is provided in the eighteenth of a series of lectures on anatomy given at Bologna in 1540, by the physician Matteo Corti, who cites Galen’s On Anatomical Procedures. According to Corti, Galen says,

that as the artisans in various ways connect and fasten their objects, such as stones, timber etc., so also Nature, whom they have imitated in their works, proceeds in joining the limbs to one another, some only by inserting them, e.g. the teeth, sometimes through sutures, e.g. the bones of the head, sometimes as with glue, which is the cartilage between the bones, sometimes with strings, e.g. the ligaments, the cords or the sinews, sometimes as with tissues, e.g. round the arteries and the veins etc.

4. This extended metaphor so defines the construction of the human body from its parts that the art of the architects is said to have imitated Nature’s construction of anatomy, thus reversing the direction of metaphorical structuring we find in Corti’s anatomical description. A ‘consonance between architecture and the human figure . . . had been born in antiquity’ and was ‘later nourished in fifteenth-century Italy’.
 Indeed the arts of anatomy and architecture entwine historically in various ways.

5. A further, religious reason for the metaphor of ‘building’ for anatomy is that the particular form of the parts of the body are understood not to have been made in vain, but to have been fitted effectively by Nature to fulfil the goal or purpose of their function. The ingenious artist or artificer is not only, nor even primarily, Nature, however. Creative agency rests ultimately with God. Spenser’s conception of the human body was that it was created by God, and so every part was fashioned with purpose and wisdom, and therefore worthy of praise and poetic description. In the early seventeenth century, the physician Helkiah Crooke could boast a ‘farre more Divine and useful profit of Anatomy then [self-knowledge], proper and peculiar to us to whom the light of the Gospell hath shined, namely the knowledge of the immortall God’, who ‘cannot be knowne but by his effects’.
 And, he adds, given ‘how wonderfull the Fabricke and structure of mans body is’, ‘[w]ho is it therefore, that will not honor, reverence, and admire the author and workeman of so great a worke’.
 Crooke enthusiastically finds that God has left ‘cleer arguments’ leading from the design of the built environment and landscape of the brain and spinal cord to the body’s architect:

Enter thou whosoever thou art (though thou be an Atheist, and acknowledgest no God at all,) enter I beseech thee, into the Sacred Tower of Pallas, I meane the braine of Man, and behold and admire the pillars and arched Cloysters of that princely pallace, . . . the 4. arched Chambers [four ventricles], the bright and cleare Mirrour [septum lucidum], the Labyrinthæan Mazes and web of the small arteries [choroid plexus], the admirable trainings of the Veines, the draining furrowes and watercourses, the living ebullitions and springings up of the sinnewes, and the wonderfull fœcundity of that white marrow of the back [animal spirit in the spinal cord], which the wiseman in the Book of the Preacher or Ecclesiastes calleth the Silver cord.

6. Aspects of the architecture of Alma’s castle feature fortification: the ‘Turret’ or head of Alma’s castle is ‘lifted high aboue this earthly masse, / Which it suruew’d, as hills doen lower ground’ (F.Q. II.9.45.1, 3-4). The concept of the osteological (skeletal) and myological (muscular) structure as armature is to be found in anatomy textbooks. The French surgeon Ambroise Paré remarks upon the situation of the heart ‘in the midst of the Chest’: ‘It required that seat by the decree of Nature, because that region is the most safe and armed, and besides it is here on every side covered (as it were with the hands of the Lungs[)].’
 Spenser’s Castle of Alma elaborates this imagery of the body’s natural fortification in systematic ways. The figure of a castle may also represent feudalism. The poem consistently presents a periphery, with knights wandering almost as if in exile in forests and plains, far from the civic and religious centre of the plot or its symbols. This has been interpreted by some critics as Spenser favouring the feudalism in England of great nobles and their followers who fought to maintain their privilege against the increasingly centralised monarchy. But conversely The Faerie Queene has been described as addressing itself to the political task of undermining fealty to overlords and furthering allegiance to the English Tudor monarchy.
 

7. Why do you think that Alma’s castle is fortified? Which set of meanings of the House of Alma do you think predominates: the moral, the religious, the anatomical and physiological, the socio-political, or the military or architectural? Consider these questions when reading Book II, Canto ix., stanzas 26-30. At the beginning of stanza 28, Sir Guyon and King Arthur have just been ushered by Alma into the Castle’s Barbican, which in the human body is the oral cavity. When reading the poetic stanzas, consult the notes for guidance on how the allegory might be interpreted.
3.

Ben Jonson, ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’
1. 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 a 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 the Ancient Roman poet Martial’s poems of invitation lie behind this poem.
2. In this poem food is used to signify hospitality and shared humane (or humanistic) values.
3. 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. 

4. Jonson wrote all his poems first in prose, as his schoolmaster Camden had taught 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.’
 

5. This poem accumulates the words for varieties of food and drink as a form of enticement or persuasion even as the poem acknowledges that many of the foodstuffs listed will probably not be served: 'I'll tell you of more, and lie, so you will come' (l. 17). This witty candour implies that the host (the speaker of the poem) trusts that his guest, who is likely of higher social status and perhaps accustomed to more sumptuous feasts, nevertheless places greater value on the company, the conversation, and the recitation of classical literature, than on the food itself. 
6. 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. 

7. The reference in the poem to the Mermaid Tavern, in London, reminds us that this was where writers who respected Jonson’s 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.

8. This combination of agreeable ways of spending an evening with friends, literature, and food presents a bulwark against the encroachment of illiberal, ideologically motivated government surveillance, which was a perpetual source of harassment for Roman Catholics like Ben Jonson, living in Elizabethan and Jacobean London. The poem contains sinister topical references to the government informers or spies, Robert Pooly and Parrot. It displays 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.
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