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About Your Professor

Michael D.C. Drout
Michael D.C. Drout is the William and
Elsie Prentice Professor of English at
Wheaton College in Norton, Massachu-
setts, where he chairs the English depart-
ment and teaches courses in Old and
Middle English, medieval literature,
Chaucer, fantasy, and science fiction.

Professor Drout received his Ph.D. in
medieval literature from Loyola University
in 1997. He also holds M.A. degrees from
Stanford (journalism) and the University

of Missouri-Columbia (English literature) and a B.A. from Carnegie Mellon.

In 2006, Professor Drout was chosen as a Millicent C. McIntosh Fellow
by the Woodrow Wilson Foundation. In 2005, he was awarded the Prentice
Professorship for outstanding teaching. The Wheaton College class of 2003
presented him with the Faculty Appreciation Award in that year. He is editor of
J.R.R. Tolkien’s Beowulf and the Critics, which won the Mythopoeic Scholar-
ship Award for Inklings Studies for 2003. He is also the author of How
Tradition Works: A Meme-Based Cultural Poetics of the Anglo-Saxon Tenth
Century (Arizona Medieval and Renaissance Studies). Drout is one of the
founding editors of the journal Tolkien Studies and is editor of The J.R.R.
Tolkien Encyclopedia (Routledge).

Drout has published extensively on medieval literature, including articles
on William Langland’s Piers Plowman, Beowulf, the Anglo-Saxon wills,
the Old English translation of the Rule of Chrodegang, the Exeter Book
“wisdom poems,” and Anglo-Saxon medical texts. He has also published
articles on Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea books and Susan Cooper’s Dark
Is Rising series of children’s fantasy novels. Drout has written an Old
English grammar book, King Alfred’s Grammar, which is available for
free at his website, www.michaeldrout.com. Professor Drout’s other
websites are www.Beowulfaloud.com and www.anglosaxonaloud.com.
He has given lectures in England, Finland, Italy, Canada, Norway, and
throughout the United States.

Drout lives in Dedham, Massachusetts, with his wife Raquel D’Oyen, their
daughter Rhys, and their son Mitchell.

You may enjoy these other Modern Scholar courses by Professor Drout:

A History of the English Language
A Way with Words: Writing, Rhetoric, and the Art of Persuasion
A Way with Words II: Approaches to Literature
A Way with Words III: Understanding Grammar for Powerful Communication
Bard of the Middle Ages: The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer
From Here to Infinity: An Exploration of Science Fiction Literature
Rings, Swords, and Monsters: Exploring Fantasy Literature
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Introduction
Professor Michael D.C. Drout’s remarkable A Way with Words series has
increased listeners’ understanding of the language that we speak, rhetoric
that shapes our lives, and the ways we understand the literature that we love.
Now, in A Way with Words IV, Professor Drout examines the greatest artistic
accomplishments of the English language: the ten centuries of great poetry
in English.

We live surrounded by poetry, though we do not always recognize it, and at
our highest highs and lowest lows, we reach for poems, sayings, and songs.
In Understanding Poetry, Drout traces the development of poetry from the
Anglo-Saxon period to the present day, celebrating the great achievements of
English and explaining the techniques used to create the poems and the
methods we use to understand them.

The course touches on the greatest poets and poems of the English tradi-
tion, including Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley,
Keats, Wallace Stevens, and Robert Lowell. Drout skillfully mixes discussion
of forms, meters, rhymes, and patterns with a genuine celebration of the joy
of poetry in English, enhancing readers’ appreciation of poems and explain-
ing “why” we love the particular poems we love.



Musée des Beaux Arts

About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters: how well, they understood
Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

–W.H. Auden

People love poetry, and they are frightened by it. Poetry is old, dusty, hard
to understand, and we reach for poetry when we are in love, or confronted by
death, or very, very happy. Poetry is found in funny-looking, very thin books
in an empty section of the bookstore or in forbidding school texts, and poetry
pours through the air whenever we turn on a radio. Poetry is the supreme lin-
guistic achievement of the human species, and we use poetry to sell donuts.

All of the statements in the previous paragraph are true, which is why poetry
is worth studying. Poetry is at once omnipresent (in popular music and greet-
ing cards) and rare (in the great poems of the past that are so challenging to
understand). It is a natural part of human life, present in even the earliest
societies, but it is also a matter of great refinement and exclusivity. In this
course we will examine both how poetry works and where it has come from.
To these ends, we will discuss the particular qualities of poetry (such as
rhyme, meter, alliteration) and the history of poetry in English. By pulling
these two strands together in multiple lectures, we will see how techniques
and meanings have evolved over time, and we will also develop a set of ana-
lytical skills that we can use to understand new poems. Thus this course is
not a traditional survey (“From Beowulf to Virginia Woolf) but is instead a
mixed approach. We will go in chronological order, because that is easier to
remember, but we will also be building up analysis of different techniques. At
the end of the course, you will have the skills and the historical knowledge to
understand and appreciate poetry from different times and different genres.

To begin, we should define poetry (a problem that has bedeviled many
scholars through the centuries). For our purposes, poetry is a verbal art form

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Perrine’s Sound and Sense:
An Introduction to Poetry edited by Thomas R. Arp and Greg Johnson.

Lecture 1:
What Is Poetry?
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in which both form and content are important, in which sound and meaning
are both essential for the artwork. Of course to some degree all verbal art-
forms (novels, plays, essays) are characterized by the interaction of form and
content, but the connection is much tighter in poetry. Poetry is patterned at
various different levels, and part of the experience of reading or hearing poet-
ry is the recognition of patterns. For example:

“There once was a man from Nantucket . . .”

Given that one line, many readers and hearers will immediately recognize
a pattern (the limerick) and probably also recognize an individual poem
(and wonder why the professor is starting a dirty limerick). The pattern here,
beyond the individual poem, is one that we have learned to recognize through
multiple exposures to particular patterns. We do not need to know the specific
meter of the line to recognize it, nor do we have to figure out a particular
rhyme scheme to recognize whether or not a line fit. For example, here are
three lines of a poem.

All in a hot and copper sky,
The bloody Sun, at noon,
Right up above the mast did stand

Which of the following is the correct fourth line?

a) And shined with a yellow, blast-furnace light

b) As small as a coin held at arm’s length

c) No bigger than a star

d) No bigger than the Moon

We reject lines a and b because they are not metrical (even though we
have not labeled the exact metrical pattern of the poem, we have a feel for
the meter). Line c is metrical, but it does not follow a rhyme scheme. Line d,
however, is both metrical and follows the correct rhyme scheme, and it is in
fact the correct line from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient
Mariner. A regular reader of poetry develops this “feel” for the line and the
rhyme scheme without any formal instruction: the human brain recognizes
patterns in language with great facility.

Rhythm and rhyme are among a poem’s formal characteristics. By formal,
we do not mean something that is particularly decorous or serious (a mis-
take my students often make); we simply mean the characteristics of the
poem’s shape or form. Formal characteristics can be described indepen-
dently of the content of the poem, so you can say that a poem has the
form of a sonnet, or a line has the form of iambic pentameter, or a stanza
has a rhyme scheme of a b b a (we will discuss all these qualities in much
more detail in future chapters). Because form can be discussed independent
of content, teachers and students often fall into the trap of focusing on clas-
sifying poems and parts of poems into particular categories and ignoring
the interplay of form and content (which is where the real poetry happens).
We should not simply summarize poems and treat them as if they are
mere stories, but we should also not be so caught up in labels that we
forget the content.

7



Let me give an example of the approach I am aiming for with a very simple
poem, one my daughter, who is seven years old, wrote recently.

A sloth is slow
As slow as can be
As slow as the wind in a kapock tree
Slowly climbs down a tall, tall tree
How slow, how slow can a sloth be?
Sloths are cool, but can they last?
These creatures are disappearing really fast.

–Rhys Drout

What can we say about the relationship of form to content in this very simple
poem? First, there seems to be a connection between the subject matter of
the poem, the sloth, and repetition. The word “slow” is repeated five times in
a seven-line poem, and the word “slowly” is also used. There is also repeti-
tion of the same consonant sound, s, and in one other line we have repetition
of t and of the word “tall.” The poem also has a rhyme scheme, with “be” at
the end of line two rhyming with “tree” at the end of lines three and four, and
“be” in line five. The last pair of lines also rhymes, “last” and “fast.” If we clap
out the stressed syllables of the poem, we see that there is also a rhythm to
the first five lines. Finally, we notice that the poem can be divided into two
parts, the first five lines, which describe the slowness of the sloth, and the
last rhyming couplet. Is there a relationship between form and content? Yes,
it seems so. The first five lines of the poem appear to illustrate, through their
sound-patterning and repetition, the slowness of the sloth. Then, for the final
couplet, we have a reversal: after five lines of slowness, the couplet con-
cludes with a line that has a different, faster rhythm and ends with the word
“fast.” This reversal, what we will see in our discussion of sonnets, is called a
“volta,” and it concludes the poem and shifts our focus from the slowness of
the sloth to the contradictory rapidity of its disappearance.

Although I am of course proud of my daughter’s work, I don’t mean to sug-
gest here that this sloth poem is particularly great. After all, saying that a
sloth is slow is not the height of originality (though I like the concluding “volta”
very much). It is a simple little poem, the kind you would expect from a
seven-year-old. But even in this simple poem, we see that the fundamental
qualities of poetry are there. The poem connects sound and sense. And this
is the real key to poetry: even in “free verse” there are connections between
the sound and the sense. The form of the poem matters. Helen Vendler said
that if you can do your criticism on a paraphrase, you are not talking about
poetry, and the famous line that poetry is what is lost in translation only
makes sense if we recognize that we can translate meaning from one lan-
guage to another, but we cannot translate the exact connection of sound and
sense. Poetry is a verbal artform in which the form and the content cannot be
separated without changing the content. There is a tightness to poetry and
poetic language. Poets say that in poetry every word counts (although I know
prose writers who feel the same way). In fact, when literary scholars talk
about “poetic” prose writing, they are usually talking about a close connection
between sound and sense. Let us look at a famous “poetic” piece of prose,
the end of James Joyce’s great short story “The Dead.”L
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A few light taps upon the pane made him turn to the window. It
had begun to snow again. He watched sleepily the flakes, silver
and dark, falling obliquely against the lamplight. The time had
come for him to set out on his journey westward. Yes, the
newspapers were right: snow was general all over Ireland. It was
falling on every part of the dark central plain, on the treeless hills,
falling softly upon the Bog of Allen and, farther westward, softly
falling into the dark mutinous Shannon waves. It was falling, too,
upon every part of the lonely churchyard on the hill where Michael
Furey lay buried. It lay thickly drifted on the crooked crosses and
headstones, on the spears of the little gate, on the barren thorns.
His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly
through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their
last end, upon all the living and the dead.

Is this prose or poetry? It is not lineated, not broken into lines, but we can
see the repetition of particular sounds (s and f, for example) and note how
these sounds are obviously to be associated with the sound of the falling
snow. Likewise the repetition in the passage, the variation of sentence struc-
ture along certain lines, and the final, cold conclusion with the d sound all
mark a close linking of sound and sense.

At the other extreme from the high art of Joyce is a little saying that my four-
year-old son hears a lot at his school:

You get what you get and you don’t get upset.

This does not at first look like poetry, but it is. The poem could be formatted as:

You get what you get
And you don’t get upset.

Then we can see that it is a rhyming couplet (“get” rhyming with “upset”),
that it has meter, and that all of that makes it easy to remember. When my
son or his friends or his teachers repeat this couplet, they get it exactly right
every single time. They do not say, “You get what you get, and you stop
whining about it,” or “You get what you get and sometimes you don’t like it.” It
is always “You get what you get and you don’t get upset.”

The French poet Paul Valéry wrote that “Poetry can be recognized by its
ability to get us to reproduce it in its own form; it stimulates us to reconstruct
it identically.” And his insight, combined with “You get what you get and you
don’t get upset,” shows us how poetry is linked with memory. When some-
thing is in the form of a poem, it is easier to remember. And what is easier to
remember also, it seems, is pleasurable. Thus poetry taps into the properties
of human memory: it is, in a very real way, created in the image of our minds,
and when we understand poetry, we understand how the mind works, how
we link sound and sense.



1. What is meant by formal characteristics of poetry?

2. In what ways do poems connect sound and sense?

Arp, Thomas R., and Greg Johnson, eds. Perrine’s Sound and Sense: An
Introduction to Poetry. 11th ed. Florence, KY: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005.

Paschen, Elise, and Rebekah Presson Mosby. Poetry Speaks. Naperville, IL:
Sourcebooks, 2001.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is John Miles Foley’s The
Theory of Oral Composition.

Lecture 2:
Oral Tradition

Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus’ son Achilleus
and its devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaians,
hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades strong souls
of heroes, but gave their bodies to the delicate feasting
of dogs, of all birds, and the will of Zeus was accomplished
since that time when first there stood in division of conflict
Atreus’ son the lord of men and brilliant Achilleus.

–Homer, The Iliad, trans. Richmond Lattimore

Let us represent all of human history as a calendar year, with January 1
being when the first humans began to live and speak, and midnight on
December 31 representing today. The entire history of written literature would
start on December 30. Everything else, all 363 days, would be unwritten, oral
culture. So when we talk about only written literature, we are leaving out the
vast majority of human culture. (This calculation is based on the idea that
Homo sapiens has been around for about 500,000 years and that the Epic of
Gilgamesh was written down around four thousand years ago. These are all
rough and approximate numbers.)

Not only was the vast majority of historical human culture not written down,
but the vast majority of geographic culture was not written down. Writing was
invented in several places, but it rather slowly spread throughout the world
and even within the past century a significant number of cultures did not reg-
ularly use writing. Furthermore, even in highly literate cultures, like ours, with
millions of pages of text generated every day in e-mails, faxes, and newspa-
pers, the majority of words that are said, even, perhaps, the majority of
poems that are recited, are not written down. Think of the ratio of how many
times “You get what you get and you don’t get upset” is said compared to
how many times it is written down. It is important, therefore, to study the way
language and poetry work in a nonwritten context. That is why we are devot-
ing this chapter to oral tradition.

“You get what you get and you don’t get upset” also points us toward an
understanding of the way poetry works in a nonwritten setting. The key ele-
ments that preserve and help transmit the saying are those that make it easy
to commit to memory and keep it unchanged: the metrical shape of the lines
and the rhyme scheme that preserves the sound of the two final words. In
fact, nearly every poetic technique is related to the sound of the poetry, even
when that poetry is written silently and then circulated only by printing press.
The deep roots of poetry are all in the sound patterns, so studying oral tradi-
tion, in which we do not have the interference of writing and its dynamics,
sheds light on the way that poetry works in all contexts.

11
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The study of oral tradition as a particular cultural phenomenon really began
in the 1930s. Milman Parry and Albert Lord were interested in understanding
the cultural roots of the Homeric epics. They believed that such roots might
be found in traditional cultures in what was then Yugoslavia, so they traveled
there and recorded traditional singers. Parry and Lord investigated the tradi-
tion of epic song in coffeehouses during Ramadan. After fasting during the
day, men in what is now Bosnia-Herzegovina gathered in coffeehouses in the
evening to break their fasts and listen to the guslari, singers who perform
very long poems, accompanying themselves on the gusle, a stringed instru-
ment. Parry and Lord discovered that the singers can recite immensely long
poems, but that they had not memorized these poems verbatim. Instead, they
were, in real time, and with a live audience, composing the poems anew each
time they sang them. The epics were often very similar from performer to per-
former or from year to year, but they were definitely not memorized. From
their study of these performances, Parry and Lord developed the theory of
oral composition.

An orally composed poem is remembered not as a fixed text, but as a set of
patterns. There are large-scale story patterns (such as the “return journey”),
smaller set-pieces, or type-scenes (like the dictation of a letter, or a hero
“shouting in prison” and eventually disturbing the child of a ruler and so being
released), and much smaller metrical formulas that a poet can use to fill out a
line. These different patterns allow singers to compose gigantic epics, thou-
sands of lines long, without ever memorizing all the exact words of the epics
(formulas do appear to be committed to memory, but poets can vary these
formulas as well).

Marko Kraljevic is one of the great heroes of the south-Slavic epic, though
he is a hero in Christian epic songs rather than Muslim ones. In the passage
quoted below, you can see how formulas and repeated patterns are used in
the epic.

Marko Drinks Wine at Ramadan

Tsar Suleiman sends sternly forth a law
No wine at all be drunk at Ramadan,
That no dolmans of green cloth should be worn
That no sabers too well-wrought, be carried,
That no dancing with Turk girls be allowed.
Marko dances a kolo with the Turk girls,
Marko girdles his well-wrought sharp saber
Marko puts on a dolman of green cloth
Marko drinks wine freely at Ramadan,
And he forces hadjas and hadjis
To drink wine there together with him.
The Turks hurry to complain to the tsar:
“Tsar Suleiman our father and mother,
did you not send your stern legal degree
no wine at all be drunk at Ramadan,
That no dolmans of green cloth should be worn
That no sabers too well-wrought, be carried,
That no dancing with Turk girls be allowed.
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Marko dances a kolo with the Turk girls,
Marko girdles his well-wrought sharp saber
Marko puts on a dolman of green cloth
Marko drinks wine freely at Ramadan,
It’s not enough to drink wine by himself
But he forces the hadjas and hadjis
To sit with him and drink red wine too.”

Notice that the repetition also includes variation. The order of the rules
that Marko breaks is reversed from stanza to stanza, and the final line
changes from “and drink red wine together with him” to “drink red wine too.”
This is the sort of variation within formulas that allows poets to compose
long epics in front of an audience and at the same time imbue those epics
with poetic artistry.

Parry and Lord also began to analyze the way that oral tradition works for
participants in the original audience. For example, a short formula, such as
the famous “noun-epithet formulas” from Homer, such as “Grey-eyed
Athena,” or “Hector of the Glancing Helm,” or “Blameless Aegisthus,” commu-
nicates to the audience not only a specific meaning, but the tradition of mean-
ings built up every time it has been used in other performances and other
songs. So “Grey-eyed Athena” brings to mind the entire character of Athena
as she has been developed in many other parts of the epic and in other epics
as well. “Green fear” in Homer or “bolgenmod” in Beowulf likewise have a
meaning much deeper than their enigmatic surface, and participants in a tra-
dition know this meaning (even if they cannot always articulate it). This
process is called traditional referentiality, and it allows a poet to communicate
a great deal of information in a very compact form. This is significant in terms
of information theory because it appears, to an outsider, that only a tiny bit of
information has been exchanged between the poet and the listener, but in
fact the individual word exchanged brings to mind a massive amount of infor-
mation that has been exchanged in other contexts. So the patterns that the
poet learns in order to create the poem end up being recognized by the lis-
teners of the poem, and from those patterns, the listener can extract much
more information than is in the surface form.

Further study in oral tradition has shown that oral poets all over the world
compose this way, by rearranging preexisting pieces, creating variants, using
the grammar of poetry even though the specific traditions of form are different
in different places. Scholars call this tradition dependence, and note that vari-
ations in meter, rhyme scheme (when there is one), or alliteration character-
ize different traditions.

There are also different genres within traditions. Genres are themselves pat-
terns of expectations. Oral traditional studies, because they started with
Homer, usually focus on the epic genres, but recent research has started to
examine other genres as well, such as the lyric or the lament (the latter, in
particular, is often a women’s genre). The epic genre consists of poems
about large-scale events, national origins, heroism, and even mythology. Epic
poems are often very long, and they often are not as tightly patterned as
poems in other genres (for example, a lyric might have both a strict metrical
pattern and a rhyme scheme; an epic might only follow the metrical pattern).
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Throughout the rest of this course we will see a pendulum swing between
epic and lyric. Some poets and some ages favor one, others favor the other.
It is essential to understand both if we want to understand poetry.

Although oral tradition has become more of a mainstream field within the
past decade, there are still at least some scholars who refuse to believe that
great epic poems can be composed orally. I must disclose that I am not a
neutral observer here, having been trained at an early stage of my career in
oral traditional studies by Professor John Miles Foley at the University of
Missouri, who edits the journal Oral Tradition. But I think I am being fair when
I point out that, even if the particular epics we study from definitely oral cul-
tures are not as perfectly polished and exceedingly beautiful as the works of
Homer, we can see in those traditional works all the elements that are
brought to such a high level in Homer. Parry and Lord noted that the oral tra-
dition is not uniform: there are good poets and bad poets. In this view, Homer
is still a great poet (probably the greatest), but he was working in a tradition
that worked very differently from the literate view of poetry.

Although our poetry now is primarily written, the dynamics of oral tradition
underlie everything we do. From repeated patterns of rhythm, rhyme, and
alliteration to the use of type-scenes and formulas, to the way that poets can
use traditional referentiality to connect a present poem with a past tradition,
the foundations of poetry are in sound and speech.



1. How do patterns allow singers to compose gigantic epics without memoriz-
ing the exact words involved?

2. What is tradition dependence?

Foley, John Miles. The Theory of Oral Composition. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1988.

Bosley, Keith, trans. The Kalevala. New York: Oxford University Press,
USA, 1999.

Holt, Milne, and Vasa D. Mihailovich, eds. Songs of the Serbian People:
From the Collections of Vuk Karadzic. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh
Press, 1997.

Tedlock, Dennis, trans. Finding the Center: Narrative Poetry of the Zuni
Indians. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1978.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Anglo-Saxon World,
translated by Kevin Crossley-Holland.

Lecture 3:
The Roots of the Tree:
Anglo-Saxon Poetry

Geworhton ∂a Wedra leode
hleo on hoe, se wæs heah ond brad,
wægli∂endum wide gesyne,
ond betimbredon on tyn dagum
beadurofes becn, bronda lafe
wealle beworhton, swa hyt weor∂licost
foresnotre men findan mihton.
Hi on beorg dydon beg ond siglu,
eall swylce hyrsta, swylce on horde ær
ni∂hedige men genumen hæfdon,
forleton eorla gestreon eor∂an healdan,
gold on greote, †ær hit nu gen lifa∂
eldum swa unnyt swa hit æror wæs.
†a ymbe hlæw riodan hildediore,
æ†elinga bearn, ealra twelfe,
woldon ceare cwi∂an ond kyning mænan,
wordgyd wrecan ond ymb wer sprecan;
eahtodan eorlscipe ond his ellenweorc
dugu∂um demdon, swa hit gedefe bi∂
†æt mon his winedryhten wordum herge,
ferh∂um freoge, †onne he for∂ scile
of lichaman læded weor∂an.
Swa begnornodon Geata leode
hlafordes hryre, heor∂geneatas,
cwædon †æt he wære wyruldcyninga
manna mildust ond mon∂wærust,
leodum li∂ost ond lofgeornost.

–Beowulf

Then the Geat people began to construct
a mound on a headland, high and imposing,
a marker that sailors could see from far away,
and in ten days they had done the work.
It was their hero’s memorial; what remained from the fire
they housed inside it, behind a wall
as worthy of him as their workmanship could make it.
And they buried torques in the barrow, and jewels
and a trove of such things as trespassing men
had once dared to drag from the hoard.
They let the ground keep that ancestral treasure,
gold under gravel, gone to earth,L
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as useless to men now as it ever was.
Then twelve warriors rode around the tomb,
chieftains’ sons, champions in battle,
all of them distraught, chanting in dirges,
mourning his loss as a man and a king.
They extolled his heroic nature and exploits
and gave thanks for his greatness; which was the proper thing,
for a man should praise a prince whom he holds dear
and cherish his memory when that moment comes
when he has to be convoyed from his bodily home.
So the Geat people, his hearth-companions,
sorrowed for the lord who had been laid low.
They said that of all the kings upon earth
he was the man most gracious and fair-minded,
kindest to his people and keenest to win fame.

–Beowulf, trans. Seamus Heaney

We are now ready to discuss the earliest poetry in English, that of the Anglo-
Saxon age. Anglo-Saxon poetry is particularly interesting for our purposes,
because Anglo-Saxon culture is at the border between oral traditional and lit-
erate. The poetry exhibits clear oral traditional forms, but it is also definitely
literate, as it is based on Latin sources that had to be read by poets. Anglo-
Saxon poetry also has a set of formal qualities that are different from Modern
English but are nevertheless a natural fit to the English language.

The Anglo-Saxon period lasts for about one thousand years, from about 500
until the Norman Conquest in 1066, when Norman French replaced Anglo-
Saxon as the official language of England for over a century. Anglo-Saxon is
a Germanic language, brought to England by the three tribes of the Angles,
Saxons, and Jutes who migrated to England between 400 and 500 C.E.
Although changed somewhat after various Scandinavian invasions, Anglo-
Saxon was still spoken in basically the same form between 500 and 1066,
when William the Conqueror’s invasion made French the language of the
nobility, law courts, and the administration of England. But Anglo-Saxon (also
called Old English) never died out, and, when England and France were no
longer ruled by the same nobility around 1200, English once again became
the spoken language. However, this was a radically changed English, very
different from Anglo-Saxon and called Middle English. Middle English (dis-
cussed in more detail in the next lecture) was spoken between 1200 and
1500, when Modern English begins.

The Anglo-Saxons had their own poetry when they came to England, and
that poetry was appropriate to the form and structure of their language,
because it had evolved with that language—it was not imported from any-
where else. Anglo-Saxon poetry alliterates and is based on stress. Let us
look at each of these qualities. First, alliteration is the repetition of stressed
sounds (in Modern English, alliteration is limited to the repetition of stressed
consonant sounds, but in Anglo-Saxon vowels could also alliterate). It can
also be called “head rhyme” (in contrast with “tail rhyme,” which is more com-
mon in Modern English) because it is usually at the beginning of the word.
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winter wunade wræccan lastum
nipe∂ nihtscua, nor†an onsende∂
hreo hæglfare hæle†um on andan

You will also notice that there is additional patterning in each line. There is a
pause in the middle of the line, called a caesura, and, in the lines above,
there are two stressed, alliterating sounds in the first half of the line (called
the a-verse or on-verse) and one in the second half of the line (called the b-
verse or off-verse). Anglo-Saxon stomps along in heavy boots: clomp, clomp,
clomp. That stress-focused poetry is natural to the language.

English naturally has strong and weak stresses in words, which you can
illustrate to yourself if you clap out the rhythm of any given word (contrast this
to Japanese, for example, where the ideal in speaking is to give each syllable
the same amount of stress, or to Ancient Greek, where the length of different
vowels is more important than the stress pattern of words). You can listen to
every Anglo-Saxon poem ever written at the Anglo-Saxon Aloud website
(http://anglosaxonaloud.com), where I have posted sound files of the entire
Old English corpus.

Anglo-Saxon also uses the poetic technique of the kenning, a short, pithy
metaphorical description used in place of a common word. Most famous in
Old English are kennings for the sea, such as the “swan’s road” or the
“whale’s home” or the “gannet’s bath.” Kennings were developed to a much
greater extent in Old Norse culture, which is related to Anglo-Saxon but also
distinct. There, kennings are embedded deeply in mythology that the audi-
ence had to know intimately. So that when someone says, “the mead of
Odin,” the audience would know, through their participation in traditions, that
the poet meant “poetry.”

Although everything we know about Anglo-Saxon poetry comes to us
through written records, we also know that the poetry had roots in the oral
tradition. The story of the first known poet in English, Cædmon, tells us as
much. In his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, the Venerable Bede
tells the story of a cowherd, Cædmon, who was sitting with other people, per-
forming a kind of Anglo-Saxon karaoke. They were taking turns passing
around a harp and performing Old English poetry. Cædmon did not want to
take his turn and fled to the barn, where he fell asleep. Then, an angel came
to him in a dream and told him to sing. “I cannot sing,” said Cædmon.
“Nevertheless, you must sing,” said the angel, and Cædmon was then able to
sing about the creation. When he awoke, he had the gift of poetry: you could
tell Cædmon a story from the Bible, and Cædmon could turn it into Anglo-
Saxon poetry. Unfortunately, we only have one of his poems, that first song
about creation.

Cædmon’s Hymn

Nu sculon herian heofon-rices Weard,
Metodes meahta and his mod-ge†anc,
weorc Wuldor-fæder swa he wundra gehwæs
ece Dryhten or astealde.
He ærest scop ielda bearnum
heofon to hrofe halig Scieppend;
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†a middan-geard mann-cynnes Weard,
ece Dryhten, æfter teode—
firum foldan Frea ælmihtig.

Now we must praise, the keeper of the heavenly kingdom the power of the
measurer and his mind-thoughts, the work of the glory-father, as he each one
of wonders, the eternal Lord, previously established. He first shaped earth for
the sons of men, heaven as a roof, the Holy Shaper, then Middle-earth,
guardian of mankind, eternal Lord, afterwards created, the earth for men.

This short poem demonstrates some other important characteristics of
Anglo-Saxon poetry, what Fred Robinson has called “the appositive style.”
There are multiple phrases that mean the same thing: the keeper of the heav-
enly kingdom, the measurer, the glory-father, the eternal Lord, the guardian
of mankind. These repetitions of the same idea in different words are apposi-
tives, renamings. Anglo-Saxon poets loved appositives, and these are not
mere filler: instead, by setting two things side by side and not explaining how
they are related, the poet encourages the reader to develop a richer under-
standing of the relationship of the two different names.

We can also see the formula used in Anglo-Saxon poetry. Note how the
exact same half-line, “ece dryhten” (the eternal Lord) is repeated twice in the
same short poem. Poets can also vary formulas slightly for effect. We see this
in Beowulf, where one common formula is “X ma∂elode, bearn Y” (X made a
speech, the child of Y). “Beowulf made a speech, the son of Edgetheow” or
“Wiglaf made a speech, Weohstan’s sun.” Poets also build up type-scenes
that are found in multiple poems and have strong traditional resonance. For
example, the “Beasts of Battle” appear in several poems, in each case eating
corpses left on the battlefield. In The Battle of Brunanburh, which is definitely
a literate, written poem, the poet nevertheless uses this type-scene from the
oral tradition:

Left behind, to feast upon the corpses, the dark-plumed one, the black raven,
horn-beaked, and the gray-feathered one, the white-tailed eagle, to enjoy the
bodies, the greedy war-hawk, and that gray animal, the wolf in the woods.

The poet here is using this pattern to indicate not the fear of death in battle
(as we see in other poems) but to emphasize the humiliation of the defeated
foes, who are left to rot and be eaten in the place of slaughter. Thus a poet
can slightly shift the meaning of a type-scene or formula for his own purpos-
es. A poet can fulfill expectations and can also create aesthetic effects by
frustrating expectations or creating surprising twists. Take, for example, The
Dream of the Rood:

Hwæt! Ic swefna cyst secgan wylle,
hwæt me gemætte to midre nihte,
sy∂†an reordberend reste wunedon!
†uhte me †æt ic gesawe syllicre treow
on lyft lædan, leohte bewunden,
beama beorhtost. Eall †æt beacen wæs
begoten mid golde. Gimmas stodon
fægere æt foldan sceatum, swylce †ær fife wæron
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uppe on †am eaxlegespanne. Beheoldon †ær engel dryhtnes ealle,
fægere †urh for∂gesceaft. Ne wæs ∂ær huru fracodes gealga,
ac hine †ær beheoldon halige gastas,
men ofer moldan, ond eall †eos mære gesceaft.
Syllic wæs se sigebeam, ond ic synnum fah,
forwunded mid wommum. Geseah ic wuldres treow,
wædum geweor∂ode, wynnum scinan,
gegyred mid golde; gimmas hæfdon
bewrigene weor∂lice wealdendes treow.
Hwæ∂re ic †urh †æt gold ongytan meahte
earmra ærgewin, †æt hit ærest ongan
swætan on †a swi∂ran healfe.

Lo! I wish to tell about the best of dreams, which came to me in the middle-
night, after all the speech-bearers were dwelling in rest.

It seems to me that I saw the most beautiful tree, towering into the air, wound
with light, the brightest of beams. All the beacon was adorned with gold. Gems
stood out fair before the surfaces of the earth; there were five up on the shoul-
der-beam. I saw there many troops of angels, created beautiful. That was
indeed not the gallows of a criminal. Holy spirits gazed on it, men on earth and
all this famous creation.

Beautiful was that victory-cross, and I was stained with sin, wounded with evils.
I saw the tree of wonder adorned with coverings, shining with joys, decorated
with gold. Gems had perfectly covered the Rule’s tree. However I was able to
see, through that gold, the marks of harm done earlier by evil men, so that it
first began to bleed on the right side.

Here we have an incredibly effective use of the appositive style. The cross is
a glorious thing, but it is also an instrument of torture. It is beautiful, but it is
horrible and terrifying. The poet does not explain how these things are
resolved; he just sets them next to one another and lets the reader’s mind do
the rest.

In this poem we also see the poet surprising the reader by using a type-
scene in an unexpected way:

Ongyrede hine †a geong hæle∂, (†æt wæs god ælmihtig),
strang ond sti∂mod. Gestah he on gealgan heanne,
modig on manigra gesyh∂e, †a he wolde mancyn lysan.

Then that young hero, who was God Almighty, stripped himself, strong and
firm-minded. He mounted upon the loathsome gallows, mighty in the sight of
many, when he chose to save mankind.

The poet here treats Christ as a Germanic hero, stripping himself for battle
(using the same formulas as are used when a warrior puts on his armor for
battle) and mounting up onto the cross (using the same words used for
mounting a horse or a ship). So the type-scene, which is a kind of formula,
gets the reader ready for one thing—a victorious battler—and then gives
something else—a sacrifice. This is particularly appropriate because, in
Christian terms, the sacrifice was a great victory.
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The match of sound and meaning, which is our organizing principle for the
study of poetry, is also particularly evident in two famous Anglo-Saxon poems
from the Exeter Book manuscript, The Wanderer and The Seafarer. If you
compare the Old English passages with their translations, you can see how
the poet linked the sound of words and lines with the themes of the poem
and showed how sorrow and loss can be made into beautiful art.

The Wanderer

“Hwær cwom mearh? Hwær cwom mago? Hwær cwom ma† †umgyfa?
Hwær cwom symbla gesetu? Hwær sindon seledreamas?
Eala beorht bune! Eala byrnwiga!
Eala †eodnes †rym! Hu seo †rag gewat,
genap under nihthelm, swa heo no wære.
Stonde∂ nu on laste leofre dugu†e
weal wundrum heah, wyrmlicum fah.
Eorlas fornoman asca †ry †e,
wæpen wælgifru, wyrd seo mære,
ond †as stanhleo†u stormas cnyssa∂,
hri∂ hreosende hrusan binde∂,
wintres woma, †onne won cyme∂,
nipe∂ nihtscua, nor†an onsende∂
hreo hæglfare hæle†um on andan.
Eall is earfo∂lic eor†an rice,
onwende∂ wyrda gesceaft weoruld under heofonum.
Her bi∂ feoh læne, her bi∂ freond læne,
her bi∂ mon læne, her bi∂ mæg læne,
eal †is eor†an gesteal idel weor†e∂!”

Where is the horse? Where is the warrior? Where is the giver of treasure?
Where is the place of feasting? Where are the joys of the hall?
Alas for the bright cup! Alas for the armored warrior! Alas for the power of
the prince!
How the time has departed, passed under the shadow of night, as if it
never was.
Stands at last, the relics of that beloved people, a wall wondrously high, deco-
rated with curves. The power of ash-spears, weapons slaughter-greedy, took
away many men—fate is known. And the storms beat on these stone cliffs,
falling snow binds the earth, the misery of winter when darkness comes, the
nightshadow spreads, sent from the north, hailstorms to the terror of men.
All the kingdom of earth is full of suffering, the rule of fate changes the whole
world under the heavens.
Here is wealth fleeting. Here is a friend fleeting. Here is mankind is fleeting.
Here is kin fleeting. All the foundation of the earth will become idle.

This is just the famous ubi sunt (where have they gone?) passage of the
poem. The translation is my own. For The Seafarer, we will look at the begin-
ning and use a translation by the great poet Ezra Pound.
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The Seafarer

Mæg ic be me sylfum so∂gied wrecan,
si†as secgan, hu ic geswincdagum
earfo∂hwile oft †rowade,
bitre breostceare gebiden hæbbe,
gecunnad in ceole cearselda fela,
atol y†a gewealc, †ær mec oft bigeat
nearo nihtwaco æt nacan stefnan,
†onne he be clifum cnossa∂. Calde ge†rungen
wæron mine fet, forste gebunden,
caldum clommum, †ær †a ceare seofedun
hat ymb heortan; hungor innan slat
merewerges mod. †æt se mon ne wat
†e him on foldan fægrost limpe∂,
hu ic earmcearig iscealdne sæ
winter wunade wræccan lastum,
winemægum bidroren,
bihongen hrimgicelum; hægl scurum fleag.
†ær ic ne gehyrde butan hlimman sæ,
iscaldne wæg. Hwilum ylfete song
dyde ic me to gomene, ganetes hleo†or
ond huilpan sweg fore hleahtor wera,
mæw singende fore medodrince.
Stormas †ær stanclifu beotan, †ær him stearn oncwæ∂
isigfe†era;

May I for my own self song’s truth reckon,
Journey’s jargon, how I in harsh days
Hardship endured oft.
Bitter breast-cares have I abided,
Known on my keel many a care’s hold,
And dire sea-surge, and there I oft spent
Narrow nightwatch nigh the ship’s head
While she tossed close to cliffs. Coldly afflicted,
My feet were by frost benumbed.
Chill its chains are; chafing sighs
Hew my heart round and hunger begot
Mere-weary mood. Lest man know not
That he on dry land loveliest liveth,
List how I, care-wretched, on ice-cold sea,
Weathered the winter, wretched outcast
Deprived of my kinsmen;
Hung with hard ice-flakes, where hail-scur flew,
There I heard naught save the harsh sea
And ice-cold wave, at whiles the swan cries,
Did for my games the gannet’s clamour,
Sea-fowls, loudness was for me laughter,
The mews’ singing all my mead-drink.
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Storms, on the stone-cliffs beaten, fell on the stern
In icy feathers; full oft the eagle screamed
With spray on his pinion.

This lecture has only scratched the very surface of Anglo-Saxon literature,
but you have at least a taste of that beautiful, powerful poetry. The key point is
that it is the natural poetry of English, characterized by a focus on the strong,
stomping stress and marked by alliteration, the use of formulas, type-scenes,
and other elements of the oral tradition. Anglo-Saxon is closer to the roots of
oral tradition and, although the particular poetic tradition was lost for centuries,
it shows us how English, and the mind of the English speaker, work.



1. Why is Anglo-Saxon poetry of such interest at this point in our study
of poetry?

2. What is the “appositive style”?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Geoffrey Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales in The Riverside Chaucer, edited by Larry Benson,
Robert Pratt, and F.N. Robinson.

Lecture 4:
Of Meters and Rhyming Craftily:

Middle English and the Development of Rhymed Poetry

Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote
And bathed every veyne in swich licour
Of which vertu engendred is the flour;
Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth
The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne,
And smale foweles maken melodye,
That slepen al the nyght with open ye
(so priketh hem nature in hir corages),
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,
And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,
To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;
And specially from every shires ende
Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,
The hooly blisful martir for to seke,
That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke.

Anglo-Saxon poetry is natural to the English language; it is the poetry that
arose in the preliterate, oral traditional period. But by the time we reach the
Norman Conquest in 1066, Anglo-Saxon poetry had become literate and
learned, more about Christian salvation than Germanic heroes. But the
changes from 500 to 1066 are tiny compared to changes between the pre-
Conquest and post-Conquest language and poetry. After the Conquest,
English poetry is far more focused on rhyme and less interested in allitera-
tion, and the clomping meter of Old English is being replaced by other forms
derived from continental European meters.

Rhyme

Rhyme is the repetition of a vowel and consonant combination after the
stressed syllable of a word. Rhyme is not entirely alien to Anglo-Saxon. One
whole poem, creatively titled “The Rhyming Poem,” uses rhyme throughout.
Other Old English poems use rhyme in places, but for the purpose of orna-
mentation rather than organization. For example, the conclusion of Beowulf is
still organized around alliteration, but the last words in each line are linked by
near-rhyme.

manna mildust ond mon∂wærust,
leodum li∂ost ond lofgeornost.
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So rhyme is not completely foreign, but in the Anglo-Saxon period it was not
nearly as important as alliteration. This changed significantly in the Middle
English period, when rhyme became the core organizing principle of poetry in
English. With Chaucer and other elite poets, we can see rhyme coming into
English through emulation of continental European models, and this forever
changed English poetry, because English is a much less rhyme-friendly lan-
guage than Italian or French. But rhyming poetry did not just appeal to elite,
multilingual elites like Chaucer. Middle English lyrics show that rhyming poet-
ry was very popular (these particular lyrics are from later in the Middle
English period, but scholars have good reasons to think that similar lyrics
were popular throughout the period running from around 1200 to 1500).

Foweles in the frith
The fisses in the flod,
And I mon waxe wod
Mulch sorw I walke with
For beste of bon and blod

Birds in the woods
The fishes in the sea
And I may grow mad.
I walk with much sorrow
Thanks to the best of bone and blood.

This is a short love-lyric. Note the use of both rhyme and alliteration, and
see how the alliteration is secondary: the rhyme scheme is the organizing
principle of the poem.

Goo, lytell ryng, to that ylke suehte
That hath my herte in hyr demaeyne,
And loke thou knell doune at hyr ffete
Beschyng hyr she wold not dysdayene
On hur smalle fyngerys the to streyne.
Than I wyll you sey boldly:
“My master wold that he were I.”

Go little ring, to that very sweet one
That has my heart in her power,
And look thou kneel down at her feet
Beseeching her that she would not disdain
To slip you onto her small finger
Than I will say boldly
“My master wishes that he were I.”

This is another love lyric, this time with a significant erotic component. And
finally we have a famous lyric “Sumer is i-cumen in,” which works very well
as a song.

Sing cuccu nu, sing cuccu!
Sing cuccu nu, sing cuccu!

Sumer is i-cumen in!
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Lhud sing cuccu!
Groweth sed and bloweth med,
And springeth the wode nu!

Sing cuccu nu . . .

Ewe bleteth after lomb,
Lhouth after calue, cu,
Bulluc sterteth, bucke

Uerteth,
Murie sing cuccu!

Sing cuccu nu . . .

Cuccu! Cuccu!
Wel singes thou, Cuccu!
Ne swik thu nauer nu!

Sing cuccu nu . . .

Sing cuckoo now, sing cuckoo!
Sing cuckoo now, sing cuckoo!

Summer is come in!

Loud sing cuckoo!
Seed grows and meadow flowers,
And the wood springs new!

Sing cuckoo now

Ewe bleats after lamb
Cow lowes after calf
Bullock leaps, buck farts,
Mary sings the cuckoo!

Cuckoo! Cuckoo!
Well sings thou, cuckoo!
Do not stop ever!

Sing cuckoo now!

So rhyming poetry was part of English, but more formal or elaborate rhyming
poetry comes into the language later. Chaucer is by far the most important of
the poets to bring continental forms to English. For example, although he used
the simple form of couplets (pairs of lines that rhyme), Chaucer also used
stanzaic forms, like rhyme royal, which is arranged in groups of seven rhyming
lines organized a-b-a-b-b-c-c. (An a rhymes with an a, a b with a b, etc.) But
Chaucer was not innovative only in his rhyme schemes; he also changed
English meter, and so we need to spend a little time explaining meter.

Meter

The pattern of stressed syllables in a line is the meter of a line. Meter is real-
ly just the “beat” of the line. When you write a song, you have to make the
words you choose fit the beat in some way or another. What you’re doing,
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unconsciously, is choosing a stress pattern to fit the metrical template of the
song. English is based on stress, so we arrange lines in patterns of stress
and lack of stress. We divide a line into feet, groupings of two or more sylla-
bles with different patterns of stressed and unstressed words. In this lecture
we will just discuss two-syllable feet, and we will cover more complicated feet
later in the course.

Because every syllable in every word in English is either stressed or
unstressed, there are only four possible patterns for a two-syllable foot. Two
of these are major, important patterns, and the other two are more minor pat-
terns used for emphasis rather than for the entire poem.

The major patterns are as follows:

weak STRONG and STRONG weak

weak STRONG

reJOICE deLIGHT beGIN

weak STRONG is called an iamb

STRONG weak

SERpent PURple WAter COWbell

STRONG weak is called a trochee.

Two weaks together is called a pyrrhus or a dibranch, and two STRONGS,
which is much more common, is a spondee. You get a pyrrhus or a dibranch
when you have unstressed, function words together in a foot, like “and the.”

The spondee, STRONG STRONG, is more common than the pyrrhus. “Well-
loved” is a spondee. You can use a spondee to break a pattern or to close
out a line; it usually is taken as emphasizing those particular words (which
links us to our overall theme of the connection between sound and meaning).

Once you have defined poetic feet, you can start putting them together to
make lines. We classify lines based on number of feet in a line and type of
foot, saying first what type of foot (iambic, trochaic) and then how many feet
we use per line. We indicate this last piece of information with a numerical
prefix such as tri-, tetra- or penta-. So trochaic tetrameter is a line consisting
of five trochees (STRONG weak):

STRONG weak STRONG weak STRONG weak STRONG weak.

Likewise, iambic pentameter has five iambs in a line. There is a menagerie
of variations of feet and lines: iambic pentameter, trochaic tetrameter, iambic
trimeter, trochaic hexameter, and each type of line has a different feel to it
when read aloud and carries with it a different set of cultural connotations.

Chaucer and Meter

Before Chaucer, pretty much all English poetry went out to a maximum of
four feet. Iambic tetrameter (four iambs) was also called long meter and used
for hymns, ballads, and other songs. Tetrameter is the meter of folk poetry
and ballads. It is easy to sing tetrameter. William Blake’s “Milton,” for exam-
ple, actually has become a hymn:



29

And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England’s mountains green?
And was the holy Lamb of God
On England’s pleasant pastures seen?

It is in trochaic tetrameter. In fact, you can sing any poem in tetrameter to
the tune of “Hernando’s Hideaway.” I recommend trying it with Robert Frost’s
“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”:

Whose woods these are I think I know
His house is in the village though
He will not see me standing here
To watch his woods fill up with snow

Ballad meter is a line of tetrameter followed by a line of trimeter. Common
meter is likewise made up of alternating lines of tetrameter and trimeter, but
with a slightly different rhyme scheme. Emily Dickinson used ballad meter
quite frequently:

Because I could not stop for death
He kindly stopped for me
The carriage held but just ourselves
And immortality

Four-foot and three-foot lines are the natural meter of Middle English
poetry, but Chaucer extended the line, adding an extra foot, bringing pen-
tameter to English.

This changes English poetry forever. Although poetry is always based on
natural speech, after Chaucer, the five-foot line becomes associated with
elite, educated speech and poetry. The prestige of Chaucer helps make pen-
tameter the prestige meter for the rest of the history of English.

But it was not just the prestige of Chaucer that passively made the five-foot
line and the regular rhyme scheme the standard of English poetry. Chaucer
was deliberately (and very effectively) remaking mainstream English poetry
into the sort of poetry that he liked. We often make fun of “Hallmark Card”
poetry; Chaucer was doing the same thing, mocking the popular genres of his
own time.

Sir Thopas
Listeth, lordes, in good entent,
And I wol telle verrayment
Of myrthe and of solas,
Al of knight was fair and gent
In batailled and in tourneyment;
His name was sire Thopas.

Yborn he was in fer contree,
In Flaunders, al beyonde the see,
At Poeryng, in the place.
His fader was a man ful free,
And lord he was of that contree,
As it was Goddes grace.
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Chaucer has the Host of The Canterbury Tales mock this bouncy line:

“Namoore of this, for Goddes dignitee,”
Quod oure Hooste, “for thou makes me
So wery of thy verray lewednesse
That, also wisely God my soule blesse,
My eres aken of thy drasty speche.
Now switch a rym the devel I biteche!
This may wel be rym dogerl,” quod he.

Likewise, in the prologue to the “Parson’s Tale,” Chaucer has his Parson say
a few things about alliterative poetry:

But trusteth wel, I am a Southren man;
I kan nat geeste ‘rum, ram, ruf,’ by lettre

Chaucer does this because there is a tradition of alliterative poetry, still
linked in some ways to ancestral Anglo-Saxon poetry, in the north and west
of England. The greatest achievement of this poetry are the poems Pearl and
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (we do not know who wrote them). Here is
an example from Sir Gawain. Note that the poem both rhymes and alliterates.

Sumwhyle wyth wormez he werrez, and with wolues als,
Sumwhyle wyth wodwos, †at woned in †e knarrez,
Bo†e wyth bullez and berez, and borez o†erquyle,
And etaynez, †at hym anelede of †e he°e felle;
Nade he ben du°ty and dry°e, and dry°tyn had serued,
Douteles he hade ben ded and dreped ful ofte.
For werre wrathed hym not so much †at wynter was wors,
When †e colde cler water fro †e cloudez schadde,
And fres er hit falle my°t to †e fale er†e;
Ner slayn wyth †e slete he sleped in his yrnes
Mo ny°tez †en innoghe in naked rokkez,
Þer as claterande fro †e crest †e colde borne rennez,
And henged he°e ouer his hede in hard iisse-ikkles.
Þus in peryl and payne and plytes ful harde
Bi contray cayrez †is kny°t, tyl Krystmasse euen,
al one;
Þe kny°t wel †at tyde
To Mary made his mone,
Þat ho hym red to ryde
And wysse hym to sum wone.

This is beautiful poetry, but it did not interest Chaucer, and he mocked it
and, in the end, replaced it with the forms he liked. Chaucer had in fact
extended the line to five feet even before the Canterbury Tales. He was
becoming a major learned poet, like Petrarch, Boccaccio, and Dante, and
bringing seriousness to English verse. He was also, in Troilus and Criseyde,
bringing epic to English in a way very different from the native epic tradition
of Beowulf. Now epic would be linked with Homer and Virgil. Homer wrote in
hexameters, which were natural for ancient Greek. Virgil made Latin conform
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to the Homeric style, and made it work, but with great difficulty. The natural
thing would be for someone to put English into hexameters, but it is really
not a good fit for English, so probably pentameter was as far as Chaucer
could innovate.

After Chaucer, pentameter starts to mean something by itself. The human
mind has extracted a pattern and then assigned meaning to that pattern, and
there was a conventional link between sound and meaning. Pentameter
starts to be associated with the formal, the important, the State; the other
meters are more folk-related, more popular.

The meter means something and the rhyming means something and the
alliteration means something else, and it’s part of the whole approach we’ve
been taking to poetry: The form is the content in a very significant way. And
poets are fascinated by forms and try to revise and reuse them and then
come up with new forms as well. We can conclude with a short example from
Chaucer, where he shows us how he thinks his work fits with the great work
of his predecessors:

Go, litel book, go litel myn tragedie,
Ther god thy maker yet, er that he dye,
So sende might to make in som comedie!
But litel book, no making thou nenvye,
But subgit be to alle poesye;
And kis the steppes, wher-as thou seest pace
Virgile, Ovyde, Omer, Lucan, and Stace.

And for ther is so greet diversitee
In English and in wryting of our tonge,
So preye I god that noon miswryte thee,
Ne thee mismetre for defaute of tonge.
And red wher-so thou be, or elles songe,
That thou be understonde I god beseche!
But yet to purpos of my rather speche.



1. What are iambs and trochees?

2. How did Chaucer remake mainstream English poetry?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Norton Anthology of
English Literature, Volume 1: The Middle Ages through the Restoration
and the Eighteenth Century, edited by Stephen Greenblatt (sections on
Edmund Spenser, pp. 614–868; Sir Philip Sidney, pp. 909–954; and
William Shakespeare, pp. 1026–1043).

Lecture 5:
Early Renaissance:

An Exploration of Form
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Sonnet 18

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;
Sometimes too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimmed;
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimmed.
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thow ow’st;
Nor shall death brag thou wander’st in his shade,
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st:

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

–William Shakespeare

In this lecture we will do two things: discuss poetry from the earlier part of
the Renaissance and look at the development of rhyme schemes and differ-
ent meters. But first I want to digress for a moment about the label
“Renaissance.” This word means “rebirth” and is a reference to a new interest
in Classical (Greek and Latin) culture in this time period. Sadly, in an act of
what I think is monumental rhetorical stupidity, scholars in the field have
begun to relabel this time period “The Early Modern Period.” This is stupid on
a variety of levels. First, it is confusing. When students hear “Early Modern,”
they think 1910 to 1920, not 1509 to 1623 (or 1616 or 1660). Second,
although “Early Modern” is a (lame) attempt to suggest that the Renaissance
is closely linked to the concerns of the Modern period, it instead throws away
a beautiful word for an ugly two-world collocation. When you have a name
that makes your period of study seem exciting and important, use it. So,
although many important scholars use “Early Modern,” I will not be joining
them in preemptive rhetorical surrender. We will use “Renaissance,” as every
reasonable scholar should.

The Renaissance in England is usually thought of as beginning with Henry
VIII in 1509 or the coronation of Elizabeth I in 1558 and continuing until either
the death of Shakespeare in 1616, the publication of the First Folio of his
plays in 1623 or, much later, the Restoration of the English monarchy in 1660
after the English Civil War. Note that the Renaissance came to English much
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later than it did to continental Europe, particularly Italy. I strongly encourage
you to read up on the political history of the period, not particularly for this
course, but merely because it is so interesting, and bloody, and crazy, and
filled with larger-than-life people like Richard III, Henry VII, Henry VIII,
“Bloody Mary,” and Elizabeth I. It is the time of the great Catholic-versus-
Protestant struggle, a flowering of trade and technology and an urbanization
of culture.

The Renaissance also saw changes in aesthetic theory and practice.
Although we think of the Renaissance as an age of drama, there were signifi-
cant new developments in other literary forms as well. Sir Philip Sidney in his
Defense of Poesy, the most significant literary criticism of the sixteenth centu-
ry, claimed that all other arts are trapped in imperfect nature (art is stuck with
physical paints or stones, music with what comes out of instruments, etc.),
but poetry allows us to create a second world. The poet makes something
“within the zodiac of his own wit” and this “golden” world is better than the
worlds created by any other kind of artists.

Renaissance poetry is characterized by ornament, elaboration, and sophisti-
cation. The seeming simplicity of Chaucer gives way to poetry written at and
for the court. Verbal dueling, double and triple meanings, elaborate systems
of reference, and complex forms all become much more popular. Elaborate
figures of rhetoric, sometimes compiled in school texts (so that courtiers
could memorize them) became quite influential. The forms of the poetry are
very closely connected with the content—including the political content—of
the poems.

Shakespeare is the figure who towers over all of the Renaissance, of course
for his plays, but for his sonnets, also. But before we discuss him, we need to
investigate some of his predecessors. Edmund Spenser (1552–1594) con-
nects the Renaissance back to Chaucer. Spenser loved Chaucer, and in his
Shepherd’s Calendar, he tried to create a native, English style by imitating
Chaucer. And like Chaucer, Spenser is responsible for many experiments and
variations in forms and meters. Also as is the case with Chaucer, some of
Spenser’s forms are taken from continental models such as Italian canzones.

Spencer’s major work is The Faerie Queene, an incredibly long, complicated,
allegorical work that is at one of its many levels about Queen Elizabeth. An
allegory is when a set of details in a text can be linked to something specific
outside the text (for example, the “Faerie Queene” being a representation of
Queen Elizabeth). This is where medieval meets Renaissance in Spenser.

In terms of form, Spenser took Chaucer’s five-foot line and did it one better.
The Faerie Queene is composed of nine-line stanzas. The first eight lines are
in iambic pentameter, but the final line, which closes out each stanza, is in
iambic hexameter, with six feet per line. This single hexameter is also called
an Alexandrine.

A Gentle Knight was pricking on the plaine,
Ycladd in mightie armes and silver shielde,
Wherein old dints of deepe wounds did remaine,
The cruell makres of many a bloudy fielde;
Yet armes till that time did he never wield;
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His angry steede did chide his foming bitt,
As much disdaining to the curbe to yield.
Full jolly knight he seemed, and faire did sit,
As one for knightly giusts and fierce encounters fitt.
But on his brest a blowdie Crosse he bore,
The deare remembrance of his dying Lord,
For whose sweete sake that glorious badge he wore,
And dead as living ever him adored:
Upon his shield the like was also scored,
For soveraine hope, which in his helpe he had
But of his cheere did seeme too solemne sad
Yet nothing did he dread, but ever was ydrad [ydrad = feared]

Spenser’s formal, stately meters link his work to the epic tradition of Virgil
and (at a more distant remove) Homer. By pushing the English line out past
pentameter (even if only for one line out of nine), Spenser showed that new
and different things could be done with English.

Spenser’s other great poem, “Epithalamion,” is an erotic, romantic poem to
honor a newlywed couple and can be used to illustrate the way that love,
romantic and erotic, was such a key part of Renaissance poetry.

And ye high heavens, the temple of the gods,
In which a thousand torches flaming bright

Doe burne, that to us wretched earthly clods
In dreadful darknesse lend desired light,
And all ye powers which in the same remayne,

More then we men can fayne,
Poure out your blessing on us plentiously,
And happy influence upon us raine,
That we may raise a large posterity,
Which from the earth, which they may long possesse

With lasting happinesse,
Up to your haughty pallaces may mount,

And for the guerdon of theyr glorious merit,
May heavenly tabernacles there inherit,
Of blessed saints for to increase the count.
So let us rest, sweet love, in hope of this,
And cease till then our tymely joyes to sing:

The woods no more us answer, nor our eccho ring.

Rhyme Schemes: The Sonnet

If students remember anything about Renaissance poetry at all, they remem-
ber sonnets. A sonnet is a poem that follows a particular pattern of both
rhyme and rhythm. It is always fourteen lines long, and it is almost always in
pentameter. There are, however, two major patterns for sonnets, the
Petrarchan and the Elizabethan (or English Sonnet). A Petrarchan sonnet is
composed of an octave (eight lines) followed by a sestet (six lines). The
octave is then divided into two quatrains (four lines each) and the sestet into
two tercets (three lines each). The rhyme scheme is often a-b-b-a, a-b-b-a,
c-d-e, d-c-e, but this is not always completely consistent. The most important
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thing to recognize about the Petrarchan sonnet is that it absolutely avoids
couplets, pairs of lines. The conclusion of a Petrarchan sonnet is always in
three lines, not two.

The Elizabethan sonnet, however, does end with a couplet. It too is divided
into an octave and a sestet, but the sestet is divided into a quatrain and a
couplet rather than into two tercets (this can also be seen as three quatrains
followed by a couplet). The rhyme scheme is a-b-a-b, c-d-c-d, e-f-e-f, g-g.

Sonnet 64

Coming to kisse her lyps (such grace I found)
Me seemd I smelt a gardin of sweet flowers
That dainty odours from them threw around,
For damsels fit to decke their lovers bowres.
Her lips did smell lyke unto Gillyflowers,
Her ruddy cheeks lyke unto Roses red;
Her snowy browes lyke budded Bellamoures,
Her lovely eyes like Pincks but newly spred,
Her goodly bosome lyka a Strawberry bed,
Her neck lyke to a bounch of Cullambynes;
Her brest lyke lillyes, ere theyr leaves be shed,
Her nipples lyke yong blossomd Jessemynes.
Such fragrant flowers doe give most odorous smell,
Ber her sweet odour did them all excell.

–Edmund Spenser

Rather a standard sonnet. Comparison of the beloved to beautiful things,
and the pattern of the sonnet makes the form of the poetry and the content of
the poetry come all together in the final couplet. But, the same way that the
anonymous author of the Anglo-Saxon The Dream of the Rood could take a
type scene and twist it to his own purposes, a poet like Shakespeare can
take the sonnet and use the audience’s expectations to create something
unexpected and wonderful.

Sonnet 130

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damask’d, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks;
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know
That music hath a far more pleasing sound;
I grant I never saw a goddess go;
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground:
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she belied with false compare.

–William Shakespeare
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Notice how this sonnet plays off of the Spenser sonnet (or, if not off of that
particular one, off of the many sonnets that were very much like it), except
that Shakespeare inverts everything. Shakespeare has his mistress fail to live
up to the hyperbolic description in the traditional love sonnets and, by the
time we get to the final couplet, we may be thinking that Shakespeare is
being pretty harsh on his beloved. But then, in a move called a “volta,” a sud-
den reversal, Shakespeare turns it all around, making the poem into more of
a statement of love for his mistress than all the elevated, ornate, and trite lan-
guage he is criticizing.

Shakespeare’s sonnets are probably the very best of the Renaissance,
although we have no evidence for him writing any other poetry before or after
and no idea why he wrote the sonnets. But Shakespeare would still be a
great poet even if he had not written the sonnets because his plays are full of
amazing poetry. Many people know that Shakespeare uses iambic pentame-
ter in his plays, but they often do not realize that this makes Shakespeare a
poet with an enormous quantity of poems. Shakespeare’s noble characters
usually speak in iambic pentameter. Thus Richard III says:

“NOW is the WIN ter of our DIS con TENT MADE GLOR ious
SUM mer by THIS SON of YORK.”

Shakespeare’s commoners speak in prose, but other characters often have
characteristic meters in which they speak. For example, in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream, Puck speaks in trochaic tetrameter. Remember that trochee is
STRONG weak, and tetrameter means four feet per line. So trochaic tetrame-
ter is STRONG weak / STRONG weak / STRONG weak / STRONG weak.

If we shadows have offended,
think but this; and all is mended
that you have but slumbered here
while these visions did appear
and this weak and idle theme
no more yielding but a dream.
Gentles—do not reprehend
if you pardon, we will mend.
And, as I am an honest Puck
if we have unearned luck.
Now to scape the serpents tongue.
We will make amends ere long
else the Puck a liar call.
So—goodnight unto you all.
Give me your hands if we be friends.
And Robin shall restore amends.

Shakespeare’s plays are the greatest achievements of English drama, but
they are also amazing pieces of poetry. The sound, which includes the meter
and all other aspects of the sound, and the sense work together, and that is
the key to all great poetry.
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Our revels now are ended. These our actors,
As I foretold you, were all spirits, and
Are melted into air, into thin air;
And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve;
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on, and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep.

–William Shakespeare,
The Tempest, IV.i.148–158



1. What are the characteristics of Renaissance poetry?

2. How did Shakespeare make use of his audience’s expectations when writ-
ing his sonnets?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Norton Anthology of
English Literature, Volume 1: The Middle Ages through the Restoration
and the Eighteenth Century, edited by Stephen Greenblatt (sections on
John Donne, pp. 1233–1281; Aemilia Lanyer, pp. 1281–1291; Ben Jonson,
pp. 1393–1421; and John Milton, pp. 1771–2044).
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Metaphysicals, Milton
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Fame is the spur that the clear spirit doth raise
(That last infirmity of noble mind)
To scorn delight, and live laborious days.

—Milton, Lycidas XLVI

John Donne, Ben Jonson, George Herbert, and, greatest of all, John Milton
do not lack for attention or critical respect. They are among the most cele-
brated poets in English. But where to classify them is another story. John
Donne actually wrote some of his material while Elizabeth was still queen,
though he is not usually classified as “Renaissance.” Shakespeare, however,
who certainly is “Renaissance,” wrote some of his best work after Elizabeth
was dead and James I was king of England. So this is one case where pure
chronology does not help us, and we have no particularly good round num-
bers to mark off a period. If we are focused on years, we could have a very
short seventeenth century, beginning with the death of Shakespeare in 1616
and ending with the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660, but this would
leave off possibly the second greatest poet in English, John Milton, who pub-
lished Paradise Lost in 1667. So when we cannot rely entirely on chronology,
we can group poets somewhat thematically or stylistically. Donne, although
he wrote some of his work before Shakespeare had finished writing his, has a
very different sensibility and approach to poetry, so we put him and his con-
temporaries in one group (often called the “Metaphysical Poets”) and then
attach Milton to the end of it.

Not only do the poets in this lecture not fit well with their Renaissance prede-
cessors or eighteenth-century followers, but the poems in this lecture do not
entirely fit the template I have been developing for the courses. So, for exam-
ple, I want to expand our analysis of larger-scale patterns from sonnets to
more complicated stanzaic forms, but those are much more effectively illus-
trated by the Romantics, who we’ll be looking at in lectures seven and eight.
When I go over all the great seventeenth-century poems, there is not one
particular technique to illustrate that jumps out, and rather than forcing the
issue and arbitrarily deciding that seventeenth-century poetry will be about,
say, three-syllable feet, we will instead use the seventeenth century to con-
solidate the material we have covered up through this point, and we will enjoy
the poems themselves.

The big theme of seventeenth-century poetry is the reaction to the ornamen-
tation, patterning, and sophistication of Elizabethan poetry. Although not all the
great poets of the century were Puritans, the Puritan aesthetic of simplicity,
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clarity, and distrust of ornamentation pervaded the art of the time period. For
example, Donne tried to write speechlike, unmelodic verse, and Ben Jonson
insisted on a perfect “fit” of style to subject in his “doctrine of decorum.”
Although this linkage of form and sense, of subject and style, seems to be
the same dynamic we have been looking at throughout the course, Jonson
himself thought that he was different, that poetry had become needlessly elab-
orate and could be made simpler to fit simpler subject matter. Instead of court
intrigues and elaborate interpersonal politics, Jonson thought poems should
be about essential perceptions and emotions. An important idea, common
among various poets of the time period, is that the best art is art that conceals
art, which seems almost a spontaneous utterance rather than a well-crafted
poem (this is, however, an illusion, as the seventeenth-century poets were
very good craftsmen).

The Canonization

For God’s sake hold your tongue, and let me love;
Or chide my palsy, or my gout;
My five gray hairs, or ruin’d fortune flout;

With wealth your state, your mind with arts improve;
Take you a course, get you a place,
Observe his Honour, or his Grace;

Or the king’s real, or his stamp’d face
Contemplate; what you will, approve,
So you will let me love.

Alas! alas! who’s injured by my love?
What merchant’s ships have my sighs drown’d?
Who says my tears have overflow’d his ground?

When did my colds a forward spring remove?
When did the heats which my veins fill
Add one more to the plaguy bill?

Soldiers find wars, and lawyers find out still
Litigious men, which quarrels move,
Though she and I do love.

Call’s what you will, we are made such by love;
Call her one, me another fly,
We’re tapers too, and at our own cost die,

And we in us find th’ eagle and the dove.
The phoenix riddle hath more wit
By us; we two being one, are it;

So, to one neutral thing both sexes fit.
We die and rise the same, and prove
Mysterious by this love.

We can die by it, if not live by love,
And if unfit for tomb or hearse
Our legend be, it will be fit for verse;

And if no piece of chronicle we prove,
We’ll build in sonnets pretty rooms;
As well a well-wrought urn becomes
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The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs,
And by these hymns, all shall approve
Us canonized for love;

And thus invoke us, “You, whom reverend love
Made one another’s hermitage;
You, to whom love was peace, that now is rage;

Who did the whole world’s soul contract, and drove
Into the glasses of your eyes;
So made such mirrors, and such spies,

That they did all to you epitomize—
Countries, towns, courts beg from above
A pattern of your love.”

–John Donne

An important technique that wasn’t invented by Donne, but which becomes
more prevalent in the seventeenth century than it has before, is enjambment,
allowing a sentence or clause to continue past the line break onto a subse-
quent line. End-stopped poetry is careful to keep line breaks and syntactic
boundaries the same, but enjambed poetry creates new effects. For example,
consider this passage:

Soldiers find wars, and lawyers find out still
Litigious men, which quarrels move,
Though she and I do love.

For a moment we pause at “still” and treat it as if it is a noun, only, a mil-
lisecond later, to discover that it is an adverb describing the adjective “liti-
gious.” The moment of recompiling, of understanding the grammar or mean-
ing of a sentence one way and then realizing that it is something else, and
having both of those ideas in mind for a moment, is one of the key effects of
enjambed poetry, and it will be used to great effect later by writers as diverse
as Tennyson and Wallace Stevens. Enjambment also shows how poetry has
moved further and further away from its roots in oral tradition. When you read
a poem aloud, you have to make decisions about the enjambment, whether
or not to pause at the line break or rush right through to the end of the
clause. But in reading the poem silently, the two possibilities can, for a
moment, coexist.

Enjambment is also important to the next poem we consider.

The Bait

Come live with me, and be my love,
And we will some new pleasures prove
Of golden sands, and crystal brooks,
With silken lines and silver hooks.
There will the river whisp’ring run
Warm’d by thy eyes, more than the sun;
And there th’ enamour’d fish will stay,
Begging themselves they may betray.
When thou wilt swim in that live bath,
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Each fish, which every channel hath,
Will amorously to thee swim,
Gladder to catch thee, than thou him.
If thou, to be so seen, be’st loth,
By sun or moon, thou dark’nest both,
And if myself have leave to see,
I need not their light, having thee.
Let others freeze with angling reeds,
And cut their legs with shells and weeds,
Or treacherously poor fish beset,
With strangling snare, or windowy net.
Let coarse bold hands from slimy nest
The bedded fish in banks out-wrest;
Or curious traitors, sleeve-silk flies,
Bewitch poor fishes’ wand’ring eyes.
For thee, thou need’st no such deceit,
For thou thyself art thine own bait:
That fish, that is not catch’d thereby,
Alas! is wiser far than I.

–John Donne

I want to include one more Donne poem, not only because it is so wonder-
fully gross, but because it requires just a bit of explanation. There was a
whole subgenre of “flea” poems in the seventeenth century: essentially, a
poet would describe a flea crawling on his beloved and say something to the
effect of “I wish I could go where that flea goes.” Donne’s innovation here is
to connect up that simple conceit with more complicated ideas. For example,
it was thought in the seventeenth century that, during intercourse, a man and
a woman exchanged a single drop of blood, from which a child then grew. So
when Donne talks about his blood and the blood of the woman to whom he is
speaking mingled in the body of the flea, he is saying that the eventual result
of intercourse, the mingling of the blood, has already happened.

The Flea

Mark but this f lea, and mark in this,
How little that which thou deniest me is;
It suck’d me f irst, and now sucks thee,
And in this f lea our two bloods mingled be.
Thou know’st that this cannot be said
A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead;

Yet this enjoys before it woo,
And pamper’d swells with one blood made of two;
And this, alas! is more than we would do.

O stay, three lives in one f lea spare,
Where we almost, yea, more than married are.
This f lea is you and I, and this
Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is.
Though parents grudge, and you, we’re met,
And cloister’d in these living walls of jet.
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Though use make you apt to kill me,
Let not to that self-murder added be,
And sacrilege, three sins in killing three.

Cruel and sudden, hast thou since
Purpled thy nail in blood of innocence?
Wherein could this f lea guilty be,
Except in that drop which it suck’d from thee?
Yet thou triumph’st, and say’st that thou
Find’st not thyself nor me the weaker now.
’Tis true; then learn how false fears be;
Just so much honour, when thou yield’st to me,
Will waste, as this flea’s death took life from thee.

–John Donne

Now we come to Milton, one of the three titanic figures in English literature.
Shakespeare is of greater stature, and T.S. Eliot and F.R. Leavis led a kind
of anti-Milton campaign in the middle of the twentieth century, so perhaps
now it is difficult to say who is a more influential poet, Chaucer or Milton, but
there is no doubt that if Milton is not number two, he is number three.
Unfortunately, Milton is not taught as much as Chaucer or Shakespeare.
Even though you have to read Middle English to read Chaucer, Milton is often
more difficult. His sentences are of incredible length and complexity, and the
ideas he is struggling with—about sin and redemption, freedom and con-
straint—are in some ways much harder to handle than Chaucer’s themes.

From his very early years Milton was sure that he was going to make himself
into the poet of the English. His political goals were to support the English
revolution against monarchism. His aesthetic goal was to bring the rhythms of
Latin, of high, Augustan Latin, to English. He wanted the elite prestige of
Latin without the whole connection to Roman Catholicism. Milton’s original
goal was to write an epic for the English based on the King Arthur story, but
he ended up instead writing Paradise Lost, the great English epic about sin,
redemption, and free will.

Paradise Lost

Of Man’s first disobedience, and the fruit
Of that forbidden tree whose mortal taste
Brought death into the world and all our woe,
With loss of Eden, till one greater Man
Restore us and regain the blissful seat,
Sing, Heav’nly Muse, that on the secret top
Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire
That shepherd who first taught the chosen seed
In the beginning how the heav’ns and earth
Rose out of Chaos; or if Sion hill
Delight thee more, and Siloa’s brook that flow’d
Fast by the oracle of God, I thence
Invoke thy aid to my advent’rous song,
That with no middle flight intends to soar
Above th’ Aonian mount, while it pursues
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Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme.
And chiefly thou, O Spirit, that dost prefer
Before all temples th’ upright heart and pure,
Instruct me, for thou know’st; thou from the first
Wast present, and, with mighty wings outspread,
Dove-like sat’st brooding on the vast Abyss
And mad’st it pregnant: what in me is dark
Illumine, what is low raise and support,
That to the highth of this great argument
I may assert Eternal Providence
And justify the ways of God to men.

Say first—for Heav’n hides nothing from thy view,
Nor the deep tract of Hell—say first what cause
Mov’d our grand parents in that happy state,
Favour’d of Heav’n so highly, to fall off
From their Creator and transgress his will
For one restraint, lords of the world besides?
Who first seduc’d them to that foul revolt?
Th’ infernal Serpent; he it was, whose guile,
Stirr’d up with envy and revenge, deceiv’d
The Mother of Mankind, what time his pride
Had cast him out from Heav’n, with all his host
Of rebel Angels, by whose aid, aspiring
To set himself in glory above his peers,
He trusted to have equall’d the Most High,
If he oppos’d; and with ambitious aim
Against the throne and monarchy of God
Rais’d impious war in Heav’n and battle proud,
With vain attempt. Him the Almighty Power
Hurl’d headlong flaming from th’ ethereal sky,
With hideous ruin and combustion, down
To bottomless perdition, there to dwell
In adamantine chains and penal fire,
Who durst defy th’ Omnipotent to arms.

–John Milton

One thing you will notice right away is that there is no rhyme. Milton himself
explains why:

The Measure is English Heroic Verse without rhyme, as that of Homer in
Greek, and Virgil in Latin; rhyme being no necessary Adjunct or true Ornament
of Poem or good Verse, in longer Works especially, but the Invention of a bar-
barous Age, to set off wretched matter and lame meter; grac’t indeed since by
the use of some famous modern Poets, carried away by Custom, but much to
thir own vexation, hindrance, and constraint to express many things otherwise,
and for the most part worse then else they would have exprest them.

Not without cause therefore some both Italian, and Spanish Poets of prime
note have rejected rhyme both in longer and shorter Works, as have also long
since our best English Tragedies, as a thing of itself, to all judicious ears, trivial,
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and of no true musical delight; which consists only in apt Numbers, fit quantity
of Syllables, and the sense variously drawn out from one Verse into another, not
in the jingling sound of like endings, a fault avoided by the learned Ancients
both in Poetry and all good Oratory.

This neglect then of rhyme so little is to be taken for a defect, though it may
seem so perhaps to vulgar readers, that it rather is to be esteem’d an example
set, the first in English, of ancient liberty recover’d to heroic poem from the
troublesome and modern bondage of rhyming.

So Milton used “blank verse,” unrhymed iambic pentameter. Notice that he
has not tried to take hexameters from Homer and Virgil: hexameters just do
not work very well in English, certainly not for extended exposition. Instead,
we have Milton extracting the dignity and beauty of the Virgilian or Homeric
lines and finding a way to imitate that (without imitating the particular meter)
in English. This is another high point of English, where the Latin tradition,
abstracted, is transmuted into English. Subsequent poets did not think they
could outdo Milton at his own game (for good reason), so poetry moved in a
different direction.



1. How did Puritan ideals pervade the poetry of the seventeenth century?

2. Why did Milton reject rhyme?

Greenblatt, Stephen, ed. The Norton Anthology of English Literature,
Volume 1: The Middle Ages through the Restoration and the Eighteenth
Century. 8th ed. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005.

Kerrigan, William, John Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon, eds. The
Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton. New York: Modern
Library, 2007.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest

47



Lecture 7:
The Hard Stuff:

The Eighteenth Century and the Influence of Classical Learning
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In this lecture we can return to our study of meters and poetic form, and we
can also study the poetry of the eighteenth century. Unfortunately, both of
those topics (meters and the eighteenth century) have a bad reputation. This
is unfortunate, because although their study requires a little work, it amply
repays those who put in the effort.

One problem with the eighteenth century is that, although we call it “the eigh-
teenth century,” just studying material from the years 1700 to 1800 is not par-
ticularly helpful. Really, in literary terms, there are three “eighteenth centuries”:

1660–1700 “Restoration” From the Restoration of the monarchy
to the death of Dryden

1700–1745 “Age of Satire” From the death of Dryden to the deaths
of Pope (1744) and Swift (1745)

1745–1785 “Age of Johnson” From the deaths of Pope and Swift to
the death of Samuel Johnson

Although the printing press had been in England since the end of the fif-
teenth century, it was really in the eighteenth century that printing became
profitable to a wide range of people. There was now a large, educated audi-
ence that was interested in buying broadsides, novels, and poetry. We there-
fore see the rise of the “common reader” and a popular kind of poetry rather
than poetry that relied solely on patronage.

Some of the poetry follows in the footsteps of Milton, being “neo-classical”:
going back to the Classic texts of Greece and Rome for artistic and philo-
sophical principles, but then using those principles to create new things in the
eighteenth century. The great eighteenth-century writers brought density to
poetry in English: every word, stress, rhetorical device had to do something.
Density is hard to do on a large scale (although Milton could), so eighteenth-
century writers came up with ways of handling that problem. The most signifi-
cant of these is the heroic couplet, a pair of lines in iambic pentameter with
rhyming words at the end of each. We have seen pentameter couplets
before, in Chaucer, but the heroic couplets are a bit more self-contained than
Chaucer’s couplets. It is important to note that a heroic couplet is not
enjambed. John Donne’s couplets allow the sentence to continue; Pope,
Dryden, and Samuel Johnson finish the sentence when they finish the sec-
ond rhyme. This form gives each pair of lines an epigraphic feel. It is very
good for summing up, and for quoting afterwards.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Norton Anthology of
English Literature, Volume 1: The Middle Ages through the Restoration
and the Eighteenth Century, edited by Stephen Greenblatt (sections on
John Dryden, pp. 2071–2113; Alexander Pope, pp. 2505–2553; and
Thomas Gray, pp. 2825–2832).
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John Dryden

The first of the great eighteenth-century poets is John Dryden, who was
once one of the most famous writers in English. Dryden was an “Augustan,”
in that he thought that the reign of Charles II was going to raise English to a
new period of prosperity and success (like that of Augustan Rome) out of the
ashes of the Civil War (and literally out of the ashes of London after the Great
Fire). His poem “Annus Mirabilis” illustrates this idea.

Yet London, empress of the northern clime,
By an high fate though greatly didst expire;

Great as the world’s, which at the death of time
Must fall, and rise a nobler frame by fire.

Note that each couplet is closed off: even the second line is indented in the
printing. If we skip a bit later into the poem, we find:

Already, laboring with a mighty fate
She shakes the rubbish from her mounting brow,

And seems to have renewed her charter’s date,
Which Heaven will to the death of time allow.

More great than human now, more August,
Now deified she from her fires does rise:

Her widening streets on new foundations trust,
And, opening, into larger parts she flies.

Alexander Pope, really the king of eighteenth-century poetry, wrote the best
heroic couplets in the history of English. Pope, in keeping with his “Age of
Satire” time-period, developed the Heroic-Comic, where he treated funny, triv-
ial things as if they were the subject matter of Homer or Virgil. For example, in
“The Rape of the Lock,” Pope tells a story about Lord Petre cutting a lock of
hair from the beautiful Arabelle Fermor. In telling this simple story, Pope incor-
porates heroic similes, Gods, Muses, Sylphs, and a full-scale battle of the
sexes. And yet it is all about someone cutting a piece of someone else’s hair.

What dire offense from amorous causes springs,
What mighty contests rise from trivial things,
I sing This verse to Caryll, Muse! is due:
This, even Belinda may vouchsafe to view:
Slight is the subject, but not so the praise,
If she inspire, and he approve my lays.
Say what strange motive, Goddess! could compel
A well-bred lord to assault a gentle belle?
Oh, say what stranger cause, yet unexplored,
Could make a gentle belle reject a lord?
In tasks so bold can little men engage,
And in soft bosoms dwells such mighty rage?

Let us analyze the meter here. Note the perfection of the pentameter in the
first two lines. Pope saves up exceptions (pyrrhuses and spondees) for where
he wants to give significant emphasis.
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What dire |offense |from am| orous caus | es springs,
What migh |ty con | tests rise | from triv |ial things,

The heroic simile is an extended comparison.

Not with more glories, in the ethereal plain,
The sun first rises o’er the purpled main,
Than issuing forth, the rival of his beams
Launched on the bosom of the silver Thames

This is a complicated and beautiful way of saying that the woman is as
beautiful as a sunrise.

The conclusion of “The Rape of the Lock” illustrates how Pope uses spon-
dees to slow down and emphasize certain words.

Then cease, | bright nymph! |To mourn | thy rav | ished hair,
Which adds new glory to the shining sphere!
Not all |the tress |es that | fair head | can boast
Shall draw | such en |vy as | the Lock |you lost.
For, after all the murders of your eye,
When, after millions slain, yourself shall die:
When those fair suns shall set, as set they must
And all those tresses shall be laid in dust,
This Lock the Muse shall consecrate to fame,
And ’midst the stars inscribe Belinda’s name.

The first line quoted has a spondee in the second foot, the third line has a
pyrrhus and a spondee, and the fourth has a pyrrhus—the combined effect is
to focus on “fair head” and “the Lock,” which, of course, has been the subject
of the whole poem.

Pope also used the metrical form of the Alexandrine in some of his poems
to create variation. Remember that an Alexandrine is a line of iambic hexa-
meter. It tends to slow down the verse significantly even though it is only two
syllables longer than a pentameter line.

A needless alexandrine ends the song
that like a wounded snake, drags its slow length along.

Not so, when swift Camilla scours the Plain,
Flies o’er th’unbending corn and skims along the Main.

Pope is known for satires and criticism and being witty and having perfect
couplets, but he can also be amazingly lyrical.

Summer

See what delights in sylvan scenes appear!
Descending Gods have found Elysium here.
In woods bright Venus with Adonis stray’d,
And chaste Diana haunts the forest shade.

Come lovely nymph, and bless the silent hours,
When swains from shearing seek their nightly bow’rs;
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When weary reapers quit the sultry field,
And crown’d with corn, their thanks to Ceres yield.

This harm | less grove |no lurk |ing vi | per hides,
But in my breast the serpent Love abides.
Here bees from blossoms sip the rosy dew,
But your Alexis knows no sweets but you.

Oh deign to visit our forsaken seats,
The mossy fountains, and the green retreats!
Where-e’er you walk, cool gales shall fan the glade,
Trees, where you sit, shall crowd into a shade,
Where-e’er you tread, the blushing flow’rs shall rise,
And all things flourish where you turn your eyes.

–Alexander Pope

Note the alliteration, the extra stresses, and the inversions of the iamb (weak
STRONG) to the trochee (STRONG weak).

Dryden and Pope are the great poets of the eighteenth century, but the eigh-
teenth-century poem is by Thomas Gray, who really wasn’t a major poet and
certainly isn’t up there with Pope and Dryden. But this one poem, “Elegy
Written in a Country Churchyard,” is about as perfect an eighteenth-century
poem as you are likely to find. It is also worth noting that this was a popular
poem, beloved by regular people, and that it has continued to be influential—
T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land is in part a reference to Gray’s great poem.

Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing herd winds slowly o’er the lea,
The ploughman homeward plods his weary way,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.

Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight,
And all the air a solemn stillness holds,
Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight,
And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds:

Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tower
The moping owl does to the moon complain
Of such as, wandering near her secret bower,
Molest her ancient solitary reign.

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree’s shade,
Where heaves the turf in many a mouldering heap,
Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,
The rude Forefathers of the hamlet sleep.

The breezy call of incense-breathing morn,
The swallow twittering from the straw-built shed,
The cock’s shrill clarion, or the echoing horn,
No more shall rouse them from their lowly bed.
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For them no more the blazing hearth shall burn,
Or busy housewife ply her evening care:
No children run to lisp their sire’s return,
Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share,

Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield,
Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke;
How jocund did they drive their team afield!
How bow’d the woods beneath their sturdy stroke!

Let not Ambition mock their useful toil,
Their homely joys, and destiny obscure;
Nor Grandeur hear with a disdainful smile
The short and simple annals of the Poor.

The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,
Awaits alike th’ inevitable hour:-
The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

Nor you, ye Proud, impute to these the fault
If Memory o’er their tomb no trophies raise,
Where through the long-drawn aisle and fretted vault
The pealing anthem swells the note of praise.

Can storied urn or animated bust
Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?
Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent dust,
Or Flattery soothe the dull cold ear of Death?

Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid
Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire;
Hands, that the rod of empire might have sway’d,
Or waked to ecstasy the living lyre:

But Knowledge to their eyes her ample page,
Rich with the spoils of time, did ne’er unroll;
Chill Penury repress’d their noble rage,
And froze the genial current of the soul.

Full many a gem of purest ray serene
The dark unfathom’d caves of ocean bear:
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
And waste its sweetness on the desert air.

Some village-Hampden, that with dauntless breast
The little tyrant of his fields withstood,
Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest,
Some Cromwell, guiltless of his country’s blood.

Th’ applause of list’ning senates to command,
The threats of pain and ruin to despise,
To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land,
And read their history in a nation’s eyes,
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Their lot forbad: nor circumscribed alone
Their growing virtues, but their crimes confined;
Forbad to wade through slaughter to a throne,
And shut the gates of mercy on mankind,

The struggling pangs of conscious truth to hide,
To quench the blushes of ingenuous shame,
Or heap the shrine of Luxury and Pride
With incense kindled at the Muse’s flame.

Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife,
Their sober wishes never learn’d to stray;
Along the cool sequester’d vale of life
They kept the noiseless tenour of their way.

Yet e’en these bones from insult to protect
Some frail memorial still erected nigh,
With uncouth rhymes and shapeless sculpture deck’d,
Implores the passing tribute of a sigh.

Their name, their years, spelt by th’ unletter’d Muse,
The place of fame and elegy supply:
And many a holy text around she strews,
That teach the rustic moralist to die.

For who, to dumb forgetfulness a prey,
This pleasing anxious being e’er resign’d,
Left the warm precincts of the cheerful day,
Nor cast one longing lingering look behind?

On some fond breast the parting soul relies,
Some pious drops the closing eye requires;
E’en from the tomb the voice of Nature cries,
E’en in our ashes live their wonted fires.

For thee, who, mindful of th’ unhonour’d dead,
Dost in these lines their artless tale relate;
If chance, by lonely contemplation led,
Some kindred spirit shall inquire thy fate,—

Haply some hoary-headed swain may say,
“Oft have we seen him at the peep of dawn
Brushing with hasty steps the dews away,
To meet the sun upon the upland lawn;

“There at the foot of yonder nodding beech
That wreathes its old fantastic roots so high.
His listless length at noontide would he stretch,
And pore upon the brook that babbles by.

“Hard by yon wood, now smiling as in scorn,
Muttering his wayward fancies he would rove;
Now drooping, woeful wan, like one forlorn,
Or crazed with care, or cross’d in hopeless love.
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“One morn I miss’d him on the custom’d hill,
Along the heath, and near his favourite tree;
Another came; nor yet beside the rill,
Nor up the lawn, nor at the wood was he;

“The next with dirges due in sad array
Slow through the church-way path we saw him borne,-
Approach and read (for thou canst read) the lay
Graved on the stone beneath yon aged thorn.”

The Epitaph
Here rests his head upon the lap of Earth
A youth to Fortune and to Fame unknown.
Fair Science frowned not on his humble birth,
And Melancholy marked him for her own.
Large was his bounty, and his soul sincere,
Heaven did a recompense as largely send:
He gave to Misery all he had, a tear,
He gained from Heaven (’twas all he wish’d) a friend.
No farther seek his merits to disclose,
Or draw his frailties from their dread abode
(There they alike in trembling hope repose),
The bosom of his Father and his God.

–Thomas Gray (1716–1771)

In our historical overview of the poetry we see a repeated pendulum swing
back and forth from regular speech to highly ornamented back to regular
speech. That metaphor is perhaps misleading, because when fashion swings
“back,” it is not really a return to exactly the same thing. You cannot step in
the same river twice, and a “return” to regular speech or to ornamentation is
not truly a return, because it is fundamentally different than that to which it
returns. Poetry is always part of history.



1. How did the great eighteenth-century poets accommodate the daunting
density they brought to their work?

2. What made “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” the premier poem of
the eighteenth century?

Greenblatt, Stephen, ed. The Norton Anthology of English Literature,
Volume 1: The Middle Ages through the Restoration and the Eighteenth
Century. 8th ed. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005.

Fairer, David, and Christine Gerrard, eds. Eighteenth-Century Poetry: An
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Ode to the West Wind

O WILD West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s being—
Thou from whose unseen presence the leaves dead
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing,
Yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red,
Pestilence-stricken multitudes!—O thou
Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed
The wingèd seeds, where they lie cold and low,
Each like a corpse within its grave, until
Thine azure sister of the Spring shall blow
Her clarion o’er the dreaming earth, and fill
(Driving sweet buds like flocks to feed in air)

With living hues and odours plain and hill—
Wild Spirit, which art moving everywhere—
Destroyer and Preserver—hear, O hear!

Make me thy lyre, ev’n as the forest is:
What if my leaves are falling like its own!
The tumult of thy mighty harmonies
Will take from both a deep autumnal tone,
Sweet though in sadness. Be thou, Spirit fierce,
My spirit! be thou me, impetuous one!
Drive my dead thoughts over the universe,
Like wither’d leaves, to quicken a new birth;
And, by the incantation of this verse,
Scatter, as from an unextinguish’d hearth
Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind!
Be through my lips to unawaken’d earth
The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind,
If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?

–Percy Bysshe Shelley

These are the first and last stanzas of “Ode to the West Wind.” To me
they perfectly represent the poetry of the Romantics. First, there is passion,
uncontrolled vibrancy. Second, there is technical mastery. The rhyme scheme
and meter are very precise even though there is so much emotion. The two
are not mutually exclusive in the Romantics but rather perfectly complemen-
tary. Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind” is actually in the form called Terza
Rima, invented by Dante for his Divine Comedy.

Lecture 8:
Romantics:

Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Norton Anthology
of English Literature, Volume 2: The Romantic Period through the
Twentieth Century, edited by Stephen Greenblatt (sections on William
Wordsworth, pp. 219–302, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, pp. 416–467).
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Terza Rima works by creating interlocking groups of three rhymes:

O WILD West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s being—
Thou from whose unseen presence the leaves dead
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing,
Yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red,
Pestilence-stricken multitudes!—O thou
Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed
The wingèd seeds, where they lie cold and low,
Each like a corpse within its grave, until
Thine azure sister of the Spring shall blow
Her clarion o’er the dreaming earth, and fill
(Driving sweet buds like flocks to feed in air)

With living hues and odours plain and hill—
Wild Spirit, which art moving everywhere—
Destroyer and Preserver—hear, O hear!

“Ode to the West Wind” is probably the single best use of Terza Rima in
English. And it represents the technical mastery that makes the Romantics
actually great and not just Hallmark-card mockable. I will admit that the
Romantics are sometimes over the top with emotion, achieving that level of
intensity that my students call “emo”:

As thus with thee in prayer in my sore need.
Oh! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!
I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!

In this lecture we are going to fit the Romantics into literary history and also
use them to help us master our study of the technical elements of poetry.
Their personal histories are so bizarre and intense that we will do a little bit
more biographical study than is normal for this course, but that is justified by
the stories.

William Blake, d. 1825
William Wordsworth, d. 1850
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, d. 1834
Lord Byron, d. 1824
Percy Bysshe Shelley, d. 1822
John Keats, d. 1821

Blake was born in 1757 and published between 1780 and his death in 1825.
Keats died in 1821. Wordsworth died in 1850, so the “movement” could be
seen as lasting from 1800 to 1850, but really the high point of Romanticism
was the 1810s and in particular the 1820s. This lecture is going to focus on
Blake, Wordsworth, and Coleridge, and then the next lecture will focus on
Byron, Shelley, and Keats.

William Blake

We start with William Blake, who is a little different from the rest of the
Romantics. Although I characterize Romanticism in general as the perfect
blending of intense emotion with technical mastery, Blake himself was not
particularly interested in technique. In a pattern we’ve seen before, Blake
rejected his immediate predecessors, particularly Pope, and wanted to go
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back to much earlier poems that were more in the popular or folk style of
English. Blake, for example, prefers tetrameter to the more formal, elegant
pentameter that characterized Pope and Dryden. Blake’s poems are often
songs and have often been put to music.

And did those feet in ancient time,
Walk upon England’s mountains green:
And was the holy Lamb of God,
On England’s pleasant pastures seen!
And did the Countenance Divine,
Shine forth upon our clouded hills?
And was Jerusalem builded here,
Among these dark Satanic Mills?

Bring me my Bow of burning gold;
Bring me my Arrows of desire:
Bring me my Spear: O clouds unfold:
Bring me my Chariot of fire!
I will not cease from Mental Fight,
Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,
Till we have built Jerusalem,
In England’s green & pleasant Land.

This poem was put to music as a hymn, “Jerusalem.” Blake’s most famous
poem, “The Tyger,” is somewhat less singable because of the metrical effects
Blake uses at the end of some lines:

Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, and what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand? and what dread feet?

What the hammer? What the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? What dread grasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears,
And water’d heaven with their tears,
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the lamb make thee
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Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye,
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright

STRONG weak STRONG weak—those are Trochees, the opposite of iambs.

STRONG weak STRONG weak STRONG weak STRONG—there’s no final
weak on that last trochee. This is an example of catalexis. The line is trocha-
ic, but Blake does not want to end on a weak stress, because that would
weaken the whole driving force of the line:

Tyger! Tyger! Burning brighter?

This poem is a great example of Romanticism: something from nature (the
tiger) is linked with important and emotional ideas. But Blake was not limited
to nature; the world of mankind, the urban landscape, was also an important
subject of his poetry.

London

I wander through each chartered street,
Near where the chartered Thames does flow,
And mark in every face I meet,
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.

In every cry of every man,
In every infant’s cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,

The mind-forged manacles I hear:

How the chimney-sweeper’s cry
Every blackening church appals,
And the hapless soldier’s sigh

Runs in blood down palace-walls.

But most, through midnight streets I hear
How the youthful harlot’s curse
Blasts the new-born infant’s tear,

And blights with plagues the marriage-hearse.

Wordsworth and Coleridge

Blake, although he inspired the later Romantics, was not really part of any
Romantic movement. Our next two poets, Wordsworth and Coleridge, were.
Between them they codified the ideas that the later Romantics would use.
Wordsworth and Coleridge were close friends. They lived near each other
and worked together, used the same phrases in their poems (which also
show up in the diaries of Dorothy Wordsworth, Wordsworth’s sister). The
major difference between the two poets is in the metrics. Wordsworth is regu-
lar. His iambic pentameter builds up and builds up and is very consistent.
Coleridge’s has many more variations, lots of inversions, in which we get a
trochee in place of a regular iamb, and quite a few spondees, which can
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throw off the pattern of the whole line—which is a good thing in Coleridge.
However, despite this significant difference in form, they have great similari-
ties in content. Their poems include all the stereotypical Romantic material:
emotion and passion, and in both poets these intense feelings are connected
to the beauty and power of nature.

The Leech-Gatherer, or Resolution and Independence

There was a roaring in the wind all night;
The rain came heavily and fell in floods;
But now the sun is rising calm and bright;
The birds are singing in the distant woods;
Over his own sweet voice the Stock-dove broods;
The Jay makes answer as the Magpie chatters;
And all the air is filled with pleasant noise of waters.

All things that love the sun are out of doors;
The sky rejoices in the morning’s birth;
The grass is bright with rain-drops; -on the moors
The Hare is running races in her mirth;
And with her feet she from the plashy earth
Raises a mist; that, glittering in the sun,
Runs with her all the way, wherever she doth run.

I was a traveller then upon the moor;
I saw the Hare that raced about with joy;
I heard the woods and distant waters roar;
Or heard them not, as happy as a boy:
The pleasant season did my heart employ:
My old remembrances went from me wholly;
And all the ways of men, so vain and melancholy!

Note both the extreme emotion tied to nature and the metrical regularity of
the lines.

He told, that to these waters he had come
To gather Leeches, being old and poor:
Employment hazardous and wearisome!
And he had many hardships to endure;
From pond to pond he roamed, from moor to moor;
Housing, with God’s good help, by choice or chance;
And in this way he gained an honest maintenance.

The Old-man still stood talking by my side;
But now his voice to me was like a stream
Scarce heard; nor word from word could I divide;
And the whole Body of the Man did seem
Like one whom I had met with in a dream;
Or like a man from some far region sent,
To give me human strength, by apt admonishment.

My former thoughts returned: the fear that kills;
And hope that is unwilling to be fed;
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Cold, pain, and labour, and all fleshly ills;
And mighty Poets in their misery dead.
—Perplexed, and longing to be comforted,
My question eagerly did I renew,
“How is it that you live, and what is it you do?”

He with a smile did then his words repeat;
And said that, gathering Leeches, far and wide
He travelled; stirring thus about his feet
The waters of the Pools where they abide.
“Once I could meet with them on every side;
But they have dwindled long by slow decay;
Yet still I persevere, and find them where I may.”

–William Wordsworth

Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Because this is a course about poetry itself, not a literary history or survey, I
have been avoiding biographical criticism, but it is impossible to skip bio-
graphical background for Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, and Keats. Their lives
are as extreme as their poetry and it is worth looking at them for sheer enter-
tainment value. Fortunately, for our purposes, they are also intellectually
interesting, as they show how the Romantic ideal of the suffering, emotional
poet was created, and this idea is still very influential today.

Coleridge is probably the most famous opium addict in literary history (also
the best). But his biography is more than the laudanum—which was heroin in
alcohol—that he took consistently, as prescribed by doctors. He was an
extremely precocious schoolboy who went to Cambridge. But then he quit
school to join the cavalry. Supposedly he was the single worst soldier in the
history of the British Cavalry, and when his brothers got him out of the army
by claiming he was insane, the army did not contest the issue because they
were happy to see him go.

Coleridge then went back to Cambridge, where he fell in with poet Robert
Southey, who had a plan to set up a kind of hippie commune in America
where there would be perfect democracy, which Coleridge called pantisocracy.
The group needed women so that they could reproduce, so Coleridge dutifully
married the sister of Southey’s wife (that is, the two friends married a pair of
sisters). This all, believe it or not, turned out to be a bad idea. The commune
fell apart when it turned out to be part of a real estate speculation scheme,
and Coleridge’s marriage was very unhappy. He and his wife later divorced.
Coleridge lived near Wordsworth, and the two of them worked together on
their poetry and eventually published Lyrical Ballads.

This Lime-Tree Bower, My Prison

Well, they are gone, and here must I remain,
This lime-tree bower my prison! I have lost
Beauties and feelings, such as would have been
Most sweet to my remembrance even when age
Had dimm’d mine eyes to blindness! They, meanwhile,
Friends, whom I never more may meet again,
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On springy heath, along the hill-top edge,
Wander in gladness, and wind down, perchance,
To that still roaring dell, of which I told;
The roaring dell, o’erwooded, narrow, deep,
And only speckled by the mid-day sun;
Where its slim trunk the ash from rock to rock
Flings arching like a bridge;—that branchless ash,
Unsunn’d and damp, whose few poor yellow leaves
Ne’er tremble in the gale, yet tremble still,
Fann’d by the water-fall! and there my friends
Behold the dark green file of long lank weeds,
That all at once (a most fantastic sight!)
Still nod and drip beneath the dripping edge
Of the blue clay-stone.

–Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Coleridge uses long lines and enjambment to match sound to sense. In
these “conversation poems” he is still using blank verse, but there is a great
deal of variation, with spondees slowing down the tempo of the lines.
Coleridge is usually known for his nature poetry, but his visionary poems
“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and “Kubla-Khan” are perhaps his most
famous individual poems.

Rime of the Ancient Mariner

Down dropped the breeze, the sails dropped down,
’Twas sad as sad could be;
And we did speak only to break
The silence of the sea!

All in a hot and copper sky,
The bloody sun, at noon,
Right up above the mast did stand,
No bigger than the moon.

Day after day, day after day,
We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship
Upon a painted ocean.

Water, water, every where,
And all the boards did shrink;
Water, water, every where,
Nor any drop to drink.

The very deep did rot: O Christ!
That ever this should be!
Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs
Upon the slimy sea.

About, about, in reel and rout
The death-fires danced at night;
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The water, like a witch’s oils,
Burnt green, and blue, and white.

And some in dreams assured were
Of the Spirit that plagued us so;
Nine fathom deep he had followed us
From the land of mist and snow.

And every tongue, through utter drought,
Was withered at the root;
We could not speak, no more than if
We had been choked with soot.

Ah! well-a-day! what evil looks
Had I from old and young!
Instead of the cross, the Albatross
About my neck was hung.”
. . .

Alone, alone, all, all alone,
Alone on a wide wide sea!
And never a saint took pity on
My soul in agony.

The many men, so beautiful!
And they all dead did lie;
And a thousand thousand slimy things
Lived on; and so did I.

I looked upon the rotting sea,
And drew my eyes away;
I looked upon the rotting deck,
And there the dead men lay.

I looked to heaven, and tried to pray;
But or ever a prayer had gusht,
A wicked whisper came and made
My heart as dry as dust.

I closed my lids, and kept them close,
And the balls like pulses beat;
For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky,
Lay like a load on my weary eye,
And the dead were at my feet.

–Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Kubla Khan

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure-dome decree:
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran
Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.
So twice five miles of fertile ground
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With walls and towers were girdled round:
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.
But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!
A savage place! as holy and enchanted
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted
By woman wailing for her demon-lover!
And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,
A mighty fountain momently was forced:
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:
And ’mid these dancing rocks at once and ever
It flung up momently the sacred river.
Five miles meandering with a mazy motion
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,
Then reached the caverns measureless to man,
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean:
And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far
Ancestral voices prophesying war!

–Samuel Taylor Coleridge

It is easy, when reading such intensely realized poetry, to get caught up in
the emotions of the Romantics and the drama of their lives. But we must
never forget that they were poets, and that in the midst of all their extreme
feelings, they somehow managed to be craftsmen as well.



1. In terms of Romantic poetry, what is the balance between emotion
and craftsmanship?

2. What are the characteristics of Coleridge’s iambic pentameter?
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To a Sky-Lark

HAIL to thee, blithe spirit!
Bird thou never wert—

That from heaven or near it
Pourest thy full heart

In profuse strains of unpremeditated art.

Higher still and higher
From the earth thou springest,

Like a cloud of fire;
The blue deep thou wingest,

And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest.

In the golden light’ning
Of the sunken sun,

O’er which clouds are bright’ning,
Thou dost float and run,

Like an unbodied joy whose race is just begun.

The pale purple even
Melts around thy flight;

Like a star of heaven,
In the broad daylight

Thou art unseen, but yet I hear thy shrill delight—

Keen as are the arrows
Of that silver sphere

Whose intense lamp narrows
In the white dawn clear,

Until we hardly see, we feel that it is there.

All the earth and air
With thy voice is loud,

As when night is bare,
From one lonely cloud

The moon rains out her beams, and heaven is overflow’d.
–Percy Bysshe Shelley

The subjects of this lecture, Byron, Shelley, and Keats, are what my students
call “the real Romantics.” They lived fast, died young, and left good-looking

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Norton Anthology
of English Literature, Volume 2: The Romantic Period through the
Twentieth Century, edited by Stephen Greenblatt (sections on George
Gordon Byron, pp. 551–688; Percy Bysshe Shelley, pp. 698–801; and
John Keats, pp. 823–885).
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corpses (except, possibly, for Shelley, whose body probably was not so attrac-
tive when it washed up on the shore after his drowning). They lived extreme
lives and wrote extreme poetry, overflowing with passions. But, despite their
romantic images, they were still poets. Even Byron, the international man of
mystery who was doing many other things besides writing poetry (military
adventures, sleeping with seemingly every attractive woman and man in
Europe), was a skilled craftsman. The technical virtuosity of Shelley and Keats
is greater still. The Romantics showed that intensity of emotion required tech-
nical skills, and understanding the fit of sound to meaning is essential for
understanding and appreciating their poetry.

George Gordon Byron

Byron, who lived from 1788 to 1824, is known for romantic affairs, intrigue,
and military adventure as well as for poetry. In his day, he had greater inter-
national fame than any other English poet and was the famous poet of his
day. He did have significant metrical skills, and so we can use some of his
work to expand our knowledge of different kinds of meter.

Up to this point we have been looking at two-syllable feet. There are
four kinds:

weak STRONG: iamb

STRONG weak: trochee

weak weak: pyrrhus

STRONG STRONG: spondee

It is also possible to have feet with three syllables. There are six possible
combinations of weak and STRONG in a three-foot line, but only four are
used in English (and one of those is quite rare).

STRONG weak weak: dactyl (the word “poetry” is a dactyl)

Weak STRONG weak: amphibranch (used in limericks); think “NanTUCKet”

Weak weak STRONG: anapest

STRONG weak STRONG: cretic

The dactyl (which we will discuss in subsequent lectures) and the anapest
are the most important. Byron’s poem “The Destruction of Sennacherib” illus-
trates the effect of anapestic lines.

The Destruction of Sennacherib

The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold,
And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold;
And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea,
When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.

Like the leaves of the forest when Summer is green,
That host with their banners at sunset were seen:
Like the leaves of the forest when Autumn hath blown,
That host on the morrow lay withered and strown.

For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast,
And breathed in the face of the foe as he passed;
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And the eyes of the sleepers waxed deadly and chill,
And their hearts but once heaved, and for ever grew still!

And there lay the steed with his nostril all wide,
But through it there rolled not the breath of his pride;
And the foam of his gasping lay white on the turf,
And cold as the spray of the rock-beating surf.

And there lay the rider distorted and pale,
With the dew on his brow, and the rust on his mail:
And the tents were all silent, the banners alone,
The lances unlifted, the trumpet unblown.

And the widows of Ashur are loud in their wail,
And the idols are broke in the temple of Baal;
And the might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword,
Hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord!

The anapests rush the reader or hearer through the poem; the rhythm of the
lines imitate the galloping of the horses in the middle of the poem.

As you can imagine, Byron being a Romantic and all, he wrote a lot
about love.

She walks in beauty, like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies;
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes:
Thus mellow’d to that tender light
Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

One shade the more, one ray the less,
Had half impair’d the nameless grace
Which waves in every raven tress,
Or softly lightens o’er her face;
Where thoughts serenely sweet express
How pure, how dear their dwelling place.

And on that cheek, and o’er that brow,
So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,
The smiles that win, the tints that glow,
But tell of days in goodness spent,
A mind at peace with all below,
A heart whose love is innocent!

The meter is here iambic, not anapestic. Notice how Byron uses enjambment
here, creating the effect of making the reader think that a clause is going to
come out one way, at the line break, and then finding that the true clause
boundary is on the next line. Note also the metrical irregularity in line four,
which works to call attention to the words meet and and (no iamb for the
beginning of the line).

Byron’s most famous poem is probably “Don Juan,” which, we can tell from
the rhymes, Byron pronounced in the English manner, “Don JOO-ahn.”
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I want a hero: an uncommon want,
When every year and month sends forth a new one,

Till, after cloying the gazettes with cant,
The age discovers he is not the true one;

Of such as these I should not care to vaunt,
I’ll therefore take our ancient friend Don Juan,

We all have seen him in the pantomime
Sent to the devil, somewhat ere his time.

This verse also makes us read it fast, the enjambment rushing us through
boundaries and making us take in each stanza as a whole. This fit of sound
to meaning is probably the reason that Byron’s critical reputation is making a
comeback: scholars are realizing that he was a much better poet than he had
previously been given credit for being.

Percy Bysshe Shelley

Percy Bysshe Shelley’s reputation, on the other hand, has never really been
reduced since his death (he was not particularly respected during his short
life). Many critics would argue that Shelley is the greatest lyric poet in the his-
tory of English. Shelley is perhaps the most emotional of all the Romantics
(which is saying something), but he also had incredible technical skills, blend-
ing the sound of his verse with his subject matter in a way that was both
extremely passionate and extremely subtle.

Shelley’s biography is another one that is just too bizarre to skip. Shelley
was unmercifully abused by other students when he was in school. When he
was eighteen, he fell in love with a sixteen-year-old named Harriet
Westbrook. She and Shelley ran off and married (to the dismay of all the par-
ents involved), but a few years later, Shelley fell in love with Mary
Wollstonecraft Godwin, who was particularly beautiful and intelligent (she is
the author of Frankenstein). Shelley ran off to France with Mary and her step-
sister, but he invited Harriet to live with them in the relationship of a sister.
Harriet, reasonably depressed, refused. When she became pregnant by
another man, she committed suicide by drowning herself. Shelley, who was
now notorious for his sexual life, was unable to gain custody of his own chil-
dren. He then moved to Italy. A little later, his and Mary’s two children died
within nine months of each other and then Mary Shelley became severely
depressed. A few years later, Shelley was sailing when a storm came up. He
drowned, and when his body washed up on the beach, it had to be cremated
in place. While the body was burning, Shelley’s friend, Edward Trelawny,
reached into the smoldering corpse and pulled out Shelley’s heart, which he
gave to Mary. She kept the heart for the rest of her life and had it buried with
her. I have not made up any of the previous paragraph.

Remarkably, Shelley’s poetry lives up to that insane biography. We have
already noted that “Ode to the West Wind” is a perfect blend of extreme pas-
sion and the metrical and rhyming virtuosity of Shelley’s Terza Rime. Other
poems used a larger pattern, and we will use our study of Shelley to look at
some of these different forms of stanzaic or poetic organization.
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Mont Blanc

The everlasting universe of things
Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves,
Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom—
Now lending splendor, where from secret springs
The source of human thought its tribute brings
Of waters,—with a sound but half its own,
Such as a feeble brook will oft assume
In the wild woods, among the mountains lone,
Where waterfalls around it leap for ever,
Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river
Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and raves.

Mont Blanc yet gleams on high:—the power is there,
The still and solemn power of many sights,
And many sounds, and much of life and death.
In the calm darkness of the moonless nights,
In the lone glare of day, the snows descend
Upon that mountain; none beholds them there,
Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun,
Or the star-beams dart through them:—Winds contend
Silently there, and heap the snow with breath
Rapid and strong, but silently! Its home
The voiceless lightning in these solitudes
Keeps innocently, and like vapor broods
Over the snow. The secret Strength of things
Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome
Of Heaven is as a law, inhabits thee!
And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,
If to the human mind’s imaginings
Silence and solitude were vacancy?

Here we see how much intensity Shelley can pack into a line. Wordsworth
talked about internal states of mind by talking about nature. Shelley does this
as well, but he also creates similar internal states in his readers. Note the allit-
eration at the end of the first stanza, where the repeated “w” and “r” sounds
(both semi-vowels) speed the line along like water tumbling over rocks.
Shelley is also different from Wordsworth in that he will mix philosophical
ideas into the poetry. He can do this on a large scale, as in the poem about
Mont Blanc, or in a much more tightly controlled fashion, as in “Ozymandias.”

I met a traveller from an antique land,
Who said—“Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desart. . . . Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;
And on the pedestal, these words appear:
My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,
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Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.”

John Keats

The last of the big Romantics, Keats had less of an insane biography than
the others, but he did the “dying young” part of being romantic more thor-
oughly than the others, dying when he was only twenty-five and writing all of
his great poems in one seven-year period. Keats is distinctive because of his
theory of “negative capability” and for the quality of his odes. “Negative capa-
bility” is the idea that a poet must be in uncertainties. There are contradic-
tions in the condition of being human, Keats argued, and so a poet should
not and can not always tell you what to think. Instead, the poet presents the
problem, the contradictions, and lets the reader struggle with them: “when
man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts without any irrita-
ble reaching after fact & reason.”

Keats is most famous in English for his odes, a form that allows him to
present complicated questions that have multiple potential answers. An
ode is a formal and stately lyric divided into three parts, the strophe, the
antistrophe, and the epode. The strophe proposes a question, the antistro-
phe replies to the strophe, and the epode comes to a conclusion. In Keats’s
hands, though, an ode does not simply create an artificial debate but instead
struggles with genuinely complex ideas; the epode for Keats is often as
enigmatic as the original question.

Ode on Melancholy

No, no, go not to Lethe, neither twist
Wolf ’s-bane, tight-rooted, for its poisonous wine;
Nor suffer thy pale forehead to be kissed
By nightshade, ruby grape of Proserpine;
Make not your rosary of yew-berries,
Nor let the beetle nor the death-moth be
Your mournful Psyche, nor the downy owl
A partner in your sorrow’s mysteries;
For shade to shade will come too drowsily,
And drown the wakeful anguish of the soul.
But when the melancholy fit shall fall
Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud,
That fosters the droop-headed flowers all,
And hides the green hill in an April shroud;
Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave,
Or on the wealth of globed peonies;
Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows,
Imprison her soft hand, and let her rave,
And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.
She dwells with Beauty—Beauty that must die;
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips
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Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh,
Turning to poison while the bee-mouth sips:
Ay, in the very temple of Delight
Veiled Melancholy has her sovran shrine,
Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue
Can burst Joy’s grape against his palate fine:
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might,
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.

Keats’s most famous poem, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” struggles with ques-
tions about the past, about art and the relationship between imagination and
art (“heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard are sweeter”) and the
famous problem of truth and beauty.

Ode on a Grecian Urn

THOU still unravish’d bride of quietness,
Thou foster-child of Silence and slow Time,

Sylvan historian, who canst thus express
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme:

What leaf-fringed legend haunts about thy shape
Of deities or mortals, or of both,

In Tempe or the dales of Arcady?
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?

What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on;

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear’d,
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone:

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare;

Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss,
Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve;

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!

Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed
Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu;

And, happy melodist, unwearièd,
For ever piping songs for ever new;

More happy love! more happy, happy love!
For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d,

For ever panting, and for ever young;
All breathing human passion far above,

That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy’d,
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue.

Who are these coming to the sacrifice?
To what green altar, O mysterious priest,



73

Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,
And all her silken flanks with garlands drest?

What little town by river or sea-shore,
Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel,

Is emptied of its folk, this pious morn?
And, little town, thy streets for evermore

Will silent be; and not a soul, to tell
Why thou art desolate, can e’er return.

O Attic shape! fair attitude! with brede
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,

With forest branches and the trodden weed;
Thou, silent form! dost tease us out of thought

As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!
When old age shall this generation waste,

Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st,

‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’

The final two lines demonstrate the power of enjambment to make the read-
er think multiple ideas at the same time and only resolve them at the end.
The first line appears to end with the phrase “that is all,” and this is how that
line is often (incompletely) construed: beauty and truth are equal and that is
all. But it is not just “that is all” (though that is what the reader thinks for a
moment), but “that is all you know on earth,” a big difference between “that is
all.” But then, in a characteristically Romantic gesture, Keats goes in a slight-
ly different direction with the final phrase. The equivalence of truth and beau-
ty is not “all”; it is “all ye know on earth,” a reduction of “all,” but then Keats
expands “all” again to “all ye need to know.” This kind of ambiguity was loved
by the Romantics but, as we can expect, the next generation of poets went in
a somewhat different direction.



1. How did the Romantics demonstrate the relationship between intensity of
emotion and technical skills?

2. How did Shelley create internal states in his readers?

Greenblatt, Stephen, ed. The Norton Anthology of English Literature.
Volume 2: The Romantic Period through the Twentieth Century. 8th ed.
New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005.

Wu, Duncan, ed. Romantic Poetry. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002.
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The Eagle

He clasps the crag with crooked hands;
Close to the sun in lonely lands,
Ringed with the azure world, he stands.
The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;
He watches from his mountain walls,
And like a thunderbolt he falls.

–Alfred, Lord Tennyson

This is the first lecture in this course that violates chronological order.
Having done the Romantics, our next stop should be America, where we
would talk about the great poetry of the early nineteenth century. However, I
want to emphasize two kinds of continuity in this course, so we will instead
continue with British literature and look at the Victorians (1830–1900). This
allows us to connect the Victorians directly to their predecessors in the
Romantic period and then will also help us link together the strands of
American poetry.

The Romantics combined intense feeling and masterful technique (although
we tend to only remember the intense feeling). The Victorians are somewhat
different. Although the stereotype of Victorians—that they were sexually
repressed, uninterested in emotion—is not very accurate (they were created
by opponents of the Victorians who came along later and wrote the histo-
ries), Victorian poetry is qualitatively different from the Romantic poetry that
preceded it.

In some ways the Romantics were like modern celebrities: their personae
and personalities were a part of their poetry. The reader was supposed to
think of the poet as the person delivering the poem. The Victorians did some-
thing very different. They created a fictional dramatic speaker of a poem who
is different from the poet, thus creating the distance that is one of the central
characteristics of Victorian poetry. The Romantics wanted to create poetry
that would put a reader right in an emotional moment; the Victorians liked to
think about things. Some Victorian poets also wanted to make sound inde-
pendent of sense, and in this way they prefigure the path of much modern
poetry in the next century.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning

Up to this point it might seem like I have been neglecting women. One rea-
son is that, until the Victorian age, there were very few successful female

Lecture 10:
Victorians!

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Norton Anthology of English
Literature, Volume 2: The Romantic Period through the Twentieth Century,
edited by Stephen Greenblatt (sections on Elizabeth Barrett Browning,
pp. 1173–1197; Alfred, Lord Tennyson, pp. 1198–1303; Christina Rosetti,
pp. 1583–1604; and Gerard Manley Hopkins, pp. 1648–1661).
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poets. Although scholars have, since the 1980s, begun to rediscover women
writing in the Renaissance, for example, those writers, no matter how good
they were, were not part of the tradition of English writing. So even though
Aemilia Lanyer was a very good poet, and Dorothy Wordsworth was vital to
the intellectual project of Romanticism, subsequent writers did not read them
very much and so did not base the next stages of poetry upon their work. But
that all changed in the Victorian period and continues through the modern.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning is, I think, a better poet than her brother; she’s
better than Robert Browning just as Christina Rosetti is a better poet than her
brother, Dante Gabriel Rosetti, and both of these women have been signifi-
cantly influential on later periods.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote one of the most famous sonnets in the
English language, “Sonnets from the Portuguese” (“The Portuguese” was her
husband’s nickname for her).

Sonnet 43

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.
I love thee to the level of everyday’s
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.
I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;
I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise.
I love thee with the passion put to use
In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose
With my lost saints!—I love thee with the breath,
Smiles, tears, of all my life!—and, if God choose,
I shall but love thee better after death.

This is a poem that may just be too popular for its own good. I find it very
hard to cut through all the clichés that it has generated and appreciate it as
an individual poem, but when we do read it carefully, and try not to get too
bogged down in the associations of the first stanza, we see how perfectly
crafted the poem is. Note that it is a Petrarchan sonnet rather than an
Elizabethan sonnet, so it does not end in a couplet, but instead ends with two
interlinked groups of three lines each. This ties the entire poem together with-
out a smarmy, too-clever ending. But I will admit that it is difficult to avoid the
feeling that the first stanza is just cliché (which is unfair to Browning in the
same way it is unfair to Shakespeare to complain about there being many
clichés in Hamlet).

But we do not have this problem with “Mother and Poet.” In this poem we
see the way that an invented dramatic persona could be used to allow the
poet extreme emotion without personal, emotional display. The device of the
dramatic narrator (in this case the speaker is supposed to be the Italian poet
Laura Savio of Turin), then, allowed the poet to write passionately about
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things that he or she would not have experienced, still treat them in the first
person, and also develop distance and commentary.

Mother and Poet

Dead! One of them shot by the sea in the east,
And one of them shot in the west by the sea.

Dead! both my boys! When you sit at the feast
And are wanting a great song for Italy free,

Let none look at me!

Yet I was a poetess only last year,
And good at my art, for a woman, men said;

But this woman, this, who is agoniz’d here,
—The east sea and west sea rhyme on in her head

For ever instead.

What art can a woman be good at? Oh, vain!
What art is she good at, but hurting her breast

With the milk-teeth of babes, and a smile at the pain?
Ah boys, how you hurt! you were strong as you press’d,

And I proud, by that test.

What art’s for a woman? To hold on her knees
Both Darlings; to feel all their arms round her throat,

Cling, strangle a little, to sew by degrees
And ’broider the long-clothes and neat little coat;

To dream and to doat.

To teach them . . . It stings there! I made them indeed
Speak plain the word country. I taught them, no doubt,

That a country’s a thing men should die for at need.
I prated of liberty, rights, and about

The tyrant cast out.

And when their eyes flash’d . . . O my beautiful eyes! . . .
I exulted; nay, let them go forth at the wheels

Of the guns, and denied not. But then the surprise
When one sits quite alone! Then one weeps, then one kneels!

God, how the house feels!

The frame narrative created by using a dramatic persona has the potential to
generate immense complexity, particularly psychological complexity. Also this
poem just hits so many things right: emotion, bitterness, pride, and pain. One
of the characteristic emotions of Victorian poetry is nostalgia, the longing for
something that is lost in the past. Perhaps because there was so much
social, cultural, and technological changes in one seventy-year period,
Victorians tended to feel nostalgia about the past.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson

Certainly nostalgia was important in much of the poetry of Alfred, Lord
Tennyson, the greatest of the Victorian poets and possibly the greatest
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poet in English since Milton. Tennyson is remarkable for how sustained his
poetic accomplishments are. Keats did everything in seven years. Tennyson
spread his great poems out over a lifetime. Tennyson was the superstar
poet of his own time, and he had great success throughout his life. But a
deep and powerful motivation was his sense of loss at the death of his best
friend, Arthur Hallam, who was engaged to Tennyson’s sister. When Hallam
died unexpectedly in 1833, Tennyson was devastated and wrote the long
elegy In Memoriam and many other poems about his lost friend. I think the
best of his poems is Ulysses, and we can also use this poem to look at
some important poetic techniques.

Ulysses

It little profits that an idle king,
By this still hearth, among these barren crags,
Match’d with an aged wife, I mete and dole
Unequal laws unto a savage race,
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.

I cannot rest from travel: I will drink
Life to the lees: all times I have enjoyed
Greatly, have suffered greatly, both with those
That loved me, and alone; on shore, and when
Through scudding drifts the rainy Hyades
Vexed the dim sea: I am become a name;
For always roaming with a hungry heart
Much have I seen and known; cities of men
And manners, climates, councils, governments,
Myself not least, but honoured of them all;
And drunk delight of battle with my peers;
Far on the ringing plains of windy Troy.
I am a part of all that I have met;
Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough
Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades
For ever and for ever when I move.
How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnished, not to shine in use!
As though to breathe were life. Life piled on life
Were all too little, and of one to me
Little remains: but every hour is saved
From that eternal silence, something more,
A bringer of new things; and vile it were
For some three suns to store and hoard myself,
And this grey spirit yearning in desire
To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.

This is my son, mine own Telemachus,
To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle—
Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfil
This labour, by slow prudence to make mild
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A rugged people, and through soft degrees
Subdue them to the useful and the good.
Most blameless is he, centred in the sphere
Of common duties, decent not to fail
In offices of tenderness, and pay
Meet adoration to my household gods,
When I am gone. He works his work, I mine.

There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail:
There gloom the dark broad seas. My mariners,
Souls that have toil’d, and wrought, and thought with me—
That ever with a frolic welcome took
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed
Free hearts, free foreheads—you and I are old;
Old age hath yet his honour and his toil;
Death closes all: but something ere the end,
Some work of noble note, may yet be done,
Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends,
’Tis not too late to seek a newer world.
Push off, and sitting well in order smite
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the western stars, until I die.
It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew

Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and though
We are not now that strength which in old days
Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are;
One equal temper of heroic hearts,
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

In the first lines of the poem we find Tennyson using apo koinu, the tech-
nique where a line appears to be one thing grammatically or logically and
then, when you read the next line, you have to recompile the whole previous
bit. Here, it seems that the subject of the sentence will be “an idle king” and
that the speaker is someone else who will be talking about that king. Then,
as we progress through line three, we learn that the subject of the poem is
“I,” that “idle king” is an appositive for “I,” and that the speaker is the I and the
idle king. Part of the pleasure we get from the poem comes from the way it
activates different mental subsystems and influences our perception of the
poem we read through it.

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.
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Look also at Tennyson’s brilliant last line. The meter here takes what in nor-
mal speech would be a pyrrhus (“and not”) and, by putting it into a pentame-
ter line, forces stress upon it. Thus the “not,” which is the most important
part of the line, ends up more strongly emphasized than even the regular
stresses, mirroring in this small form the message of the entire poem (not to
yield). The meter itself, with both sadness and firmness, does what the
whole poem is trying to do.

But not everything in Tennyson is elevated and noble. Tennyson can be
funny and can match meter and rhyme to subject matter.

Locksley Hall

As the husband is, the wife is: thou art mated with a clown,
And the grossness of his nature will have weight to drag thee down.
He will hold thee, when his passion shall have spent its novel force,
Something better than his dog, a little dearer than his horse.
What is this? his eyes are heavy; think not they are glazed with wine.
Go to him, it is thy duty, kiss him, take his hand in thine.
It may be my lord is weary, that his brain is overwrought:
Soothe him with thy finer fancies, touch him with thy lighter thought.
He will answer to the purpose, easy things to understand—
Better thou wert dead before me, tho’ I slew thee with my hand!
Better thou and I were lying, hidden from the heart’s disgrace,
Roll’d in one another’s arms, and silent in a last embrace.
Cursed be the social wants that sin against the strength of youth!
Cursed be the social lies that warp us from the living truth!
Cursed be the sickly forms that err from honest Nature’s rule!
Cursed be the gold that gilds the straiten’d forehead of the fool!
Well—’tis well that I should bluster!—Hadst thou less unworthy proved—
Would to God—for I had loved thee more than ever wife was loved.
Am I mad, that I should cherish that which bears but bitter fruit?
I will pluck it from my bosom, tho’ my heart be at the root.
Never, tho’ my mortal summers to such length of years should come
As the many-winter’d crow that leads the clanging rookery home.
Where is comfort? in division of the records of the mind?
Can I part her from herself, and love her, as I knew her, kind?

This poem is written in trochaic octameter, so with eight feet of the STRONG
weak variety, but Tennyson has left the last weak stress off (catalexis) so that
even though the line is trochaic, it can end with a stress. The line also has a
caesura, a pause, in the middle. The combined effect is to rush you along like
a galloping horse, and when you note that the poem is in part an angry and
funny rant about losing one’s beloved to a rival, we see that the fit of sound
to meaning is very effective.

I want to mention one of my favorite Tennyson poems here, The Princess,
even though we do not have space to examine it in detail. The Princess is
Tennyson’s attempt to deal with “the woman question” and whether or not
education and rights for women were appropriate. There is so much rich
material, and it is such a great poem, that readers should investigate it on
their own. Likewise Idylls of the King, Tennyson’s great Arthurian epic. Here,
Tennyson was trying to write an epic for English (like Milton had done), but
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with the mythological material of the King Arthur story. Tennyson also tried to
imitate Anglo-Saxon verse, and sometimes this does not work as well as his
other styles, but when it does work, it creates a stately grandeur for the poem
that sums up that aspect of Tennyson’s poetry.

The Passing of Arthur

Then from the dawn it seemed there came, but faint
As from beyond the limit of the world,
Like the last echo born of a great cry,
Sounds, as if some fair city were one voice
Around a king returning from his wars.

Thereat once more he moved about, and clomb
Even to the highest he could climb, and saw,
Straining his eyes beneath an arch of hand,
Or thought he saw, the speck that bare the King,
Down that long water opening on the deep
Somewhere far off, pass on and on, and go
From less to less and vanish into light.
And the new sun rose bringing the new year.

Christina Rosetti’s style could not be more different from Tennyson’s. She
uses very short lines and packs in the words to create a lyrical but bouncing
feel for her brilliant and enigmatic “Goblin Market.”

Laughed every goblin
When they spied her peeping:
Came towards her hobbling,
Flying, running, leaping,
Puffing and blowing,
Chuckling, clapping, crowing,
Clucking and gobbling,
Mopping and mowing,
Full of airs and graces,
Pulling wry faces,
Demure grimaces,
Cat-like and rat-like,
Ratel and wombat-like,
Snail-paced in a hurry,
Parrot-voiced and whistler,
Helter-skelter, hurry-skurry,
Chattering like magpies,
Fluttering like pigeons,
Gliding like fishes,—
Hugged her and kissed her;
Squeezed and caressed her;
Stretched up their dishes,
Panniers and plates:
“Look at our apples
Russet and dun,
Bob at our cherries
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Bite at our peaches,
Citrons and dates,
Grapes for the asking,
Pears red with basking
Out in the sun,
Plums on their twigs;
Pluck them and suck them,
Pomegranates, figs.”

Our final Victorian poet is Gerard Manley Hopkins. He was a Victorian him-
self, but not part of the mainstream: his poems were not published until 1918,
long after his death. Hopkins is in many ways the bridge between “Victorian”
and “Modern.” He wanted to show the stress and movement of the brain in
midst of inspiration, and so he omits syntactical material in order to create
greater density of imagery with less organization. Hopkins’ “sprung rhythm”
uses the correct number of major stressed syllables per line, but there are
many additional unstressed syllables. Hopkins “doubted” Tennyson, thinking
that the grandeur of his verse was too far from normal speech, and here we
see a pendulum swing back from ornamentation or grandeur to “normal”
speech. Hopkins was particularly interested in the “inscape,” the interior
understanding of a poet. He wanted to capture a moment of inspiration.

The Windhover

To Christ Our Lord

I CAUGHT this morning morning’s minion, king-
dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding
Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding

High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,

As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding
Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding

Stirred for a bird,—the achieve of; the mastery of the thing!

Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here
Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion

Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!

No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,

Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermillion.



1. How did the Romantics and Victorians differ in what each wanted
to accomplish?

2. What is the effect of using a dramatic persona?

Greenblatt, Stephen, ed. The Norton Anthology of English Literature,
Volume 2: The Romantic Period through the Twentieth Century. 8th ed.
New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005.

Tennyson, Alfred, Lord. The Last Tournament and The Princess. Charleston,
SC: Dodo Press/BiblioBazaar, 2008.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest

83



The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Treasury of American
Poetry, edited by Nancy Sullivan (sections on Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, Walt Whitman, and Emily Dickinson).

Lecture 11:
American Poetry and the
Development of Free Verse

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
E
L
E
V
E
N

84

When Lilacs Once in Dooryard Bloomed

WHEN lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,
And the great star early droop’d in the western sky in the night,
I mourn’d, and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring.
Ever-returning spring, trinity sure to me you bring,
Lilac blooming perennial and drooping star in the west,
And thought of him I love.

O powerful western fallen star!
O shades of night—O moody, tearful night!
O great star disappear’d—O the black murk that hides the star!
O cruel hands that hold me powerless—O helpless soul of me!
O harsh surrounding cloud that will not free my soul.

In the dooryard fronting an old farm-house near the white-wash’d palings,
Stands the lilac-bush tall-growing with heart-shaped leaves of rich green,
With many a pointed blossom rising delicate, with the perfume strong I love,
With every leaf a miracle—and from this bush in the dooryard,
With delicate-color’d blossoms and heart-shaped leaves of rich green,
A sprig with its flower I break.

In the swamp in secluded recesses,
A shy and hidden bird is warbling a song.

Solitary the thrush,
The hermit withdrawn to himself, avoiding the settlements,
Sings by himself a song.

Song of the bleeding throat,
Death’s outlet song of life (for well dear brother I know,
If thou wast not granted to sing thou would’st surely die).

–Walt Whitman

In our previous lecture we looked at the Victorians and the way that they
created a distance between themselves and the poem, inventing a dramatic
persona who is different from the poet. Even the deepest, most painful feel-
ing, like Tennyson’s “Ulysses,” was so finely crafted that there is always dis-
tance between the poet and the poem. Most of this lecture is going to be
about two titans of American literature, Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson,
who could not be more unlike the Victorians. Whitman, in particular, would
have nothing at all to do with irony and distance and instead wanted to be
right up in the moment, maybe even more so than the Romantics. Dickinson,
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also, though she’s not headlong crazy like Whitman, was not about irony and
distance, but about closeness, but it is an observational closeness, not an
experiential closeness. But before we dive into those two authors, we want to
take a moment to look at another early American author, who was a master
of rather different forms. This gives us an opportunity to add to our knowl-
edge of different meters.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who lived from 1807 to 1882, was hugely
famous and important in his own time. He was a best-selling poet and for
generations one of the most popular in American history. Longfellow experi-
mented with many forms: he thought that it was very important to choose
exactly the right meter for the subject rather than being able to put any sub-
ject into a given meter. Longfellow was also a great imitator, able to take a
pattern from one language and render it in English.

For example, his narrative poem “Evangeline” is written in dactylic hexameter.
Like the anapest, which we encountered in Byron and then again in Tennyson,
the dactyl is a three-syllable foot. The stress pattern is STRONG weak weak;
the word poetry (PO e try) is a dactyl. Hexameter, of course, means six feet.
So dactylic hexameter is a line made of six dactyls. Dactylic hexameter is
used most famously by Homer and by Virgil imitating Homer. But classical
dactylic hexameter is quantitative, based on how long it takes to say a sylla-
ble, not the stress pattern. Quantitative meter does not work in English, which
is a highly stress-based language (quantitative meter is not entirely natural to
Latin, either. In order to use Homeric hexameter, Virgil had to drop a lot of
spondees in amongst his dactyls). In English, hexameter has been very hard
to pull off, and dactylic hexameter, particularly if it is strict, is even harder. But
Longfellow did it in “Evangeline,” a poem about a girl looking for her true love
during the great expulsion, when French colonists in Nova Scotia were forced
out to relocate to Louisiana. She only finds her love, sick and dying, when she
is very old, a nun tending the poor in Philadelphia.

This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks,
Bearded with moss, and in garments green, indistinct in the twilight,
Stand like Druids of eld, with voices sad and prophetic,
Stand like harpers hoar, with beards that rest on their bosoms.
Loud from its rocky caverns, the deep-voiced neighboring ocean
Speaks, and in accents disconsolate answers the wail of the forest.
This is the forest primeval; but where are the hearts that beneath it
Leaped like the roe, when he hears in the woodland the voice of the huntsman?
Where is the thatch-roofed village, the home of Acadian farmers—
Men whose lives glided on like rivers that water the woodlands,
Darkened by shadows of earth, but reflecting an image of heaven?
Waste are those pleasant farms, and the farmers forever departed!
Scattered like dust and leaves, when the mighty blasts of October
Seize them, and whirl them aloft, and sprinkle them far o’er the ocean.
Naught but tradition remains of the beautiful village of Grand-Pré.
Ye who believe in affection that hopes, and endures, and is patient,
Ye who believe in the beauty and strength of woman’s devotion,
List to the mournful tradition still sung by the pines of the forest;
List to a Tale of Love in Acadie, home of the happy.
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Longfellow was also the first poet to bring Kalevala-meter from Finnish to
English. The Kalevala, the Finnish national epic, collected by Elias Lönnrot,
was published in different versions in 1836 and 1849. Longfellow loved the
meter and used it for “The Song of Hiawatha,” which several generations of
Americans were forced to memorize.

By the shores of Gitche Gumee,
By the shining Big-Sea-Water,
Stood the wigwam of Nokomis,
Daughter of the Moon, Nokomis.
Dark behind it rose the forest,
Rose the black and gloomy pine-trees,
Rose the firs with cones upon them;
Bright before it beat the water,
Beat the clear and sunny water,
Beat the shining Big-Sea-Water.
There the wrinkled old Nokomis
Nursed the little Hiawatha,
Rocked him in his linden cradle,
Bedded soft in moss and rushes,
Safely bound with reindeer sinews;
Stilled his fretful wail by saying,
“Hush! the Naked Bear will hear thee!”
Lulled him into slumber, singing,
“Ewa-yea! my little owlet!
Who is this, that lights the wigwam?
With his great eyes lights the wigwam?
Ewa-yea! my little owlet!”

For the sake of comparison, here are a few lines from the Kalevala:

Vaka vanha Väinämöinen
elelevi aikojansa
noilla Väinölän ahoilla,
Kalevalan kankahilla.
Laulelevi virsiänsä,
laulelevi, taitelevi.

If students were not required to memorize “The Song of Hiawatha,” they
probably did have to memorize parts of “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere,”
probably Longfellow’s most famous poem.

Listen my children and you shall hear
Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere,
On the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-five;
Hardly a man is now alive
Who remembers that famous day and year.
He said to his friend, “If the British march
By land or sea from the town to-night,
Hang a lantern aloft in the belfry arch
Of the North Church tower as a signal light,—
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One if by land, and two if by sea;
And I on the opposite shore will be,
Ready to ride and spread the alarm
Through every Middlesex village and farm,
For the country folk to be up and to arm.”

This poem is in anapestic tetrameter, like Byron’s “Destruction of
Sennacherib,” and for the same reason: to indicate a galloping horse.

Longfellow was the most popular American poet of the nineteenth century,
because he wrote in popular forms about exciting things. But his reputation
as a great poet has not held up particularly well. Two poets who were far
more obscure during their lifetimes than Longfellow have now almost com-
pletely eclipsed him. Emily Dickinson was basically unknown for her entire
life, and Walt Whitman had only one poem anthologized during his lifetime
and worked at different government positions, as an editor and a nurse dur-
ing the Civil War. He only became well-known and comfortable toward the
end of his life.

Walt Whitman

Whitman’s great reputation really rests upon Leaves of Grass, the book
Whitman started writing in 1850, self-published in 1855, and only revised
to his satisfaction just before his death in 1891. Leaves of Grass originally
was just a few poems, the most famous of which are “Song of Myself,” “I
Sing the Body Electric,” and “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” but the
book had grown to nearly four hundred pages in the “Deathbed Edition”
(called that by Whitman himself).

“I sing the body electric” illustrates some other important aspects of
Whitman’s verse.

I sing the Body electric;
The armies of those I love engirth me, and I engirth them;
They will not let me off till I go with them, respond to them,
And discorrupt them, and charge them full with the charge of the Soul.

Was it doubted that those who corrupt their own bodies conceal themselves;
And if those who defile the living are as bad as they who defile the dead?
And if the body does not do as much as the Soul?
And if the body were not the Soul, what is the Soul?
The love of the Body of man or woman balks account—

the body itself balks account;
That of the male is perfect, and that of the female is perfect.

The expression of the face balks account;
But the expression of a well-made man appears not only in his face;
It is in his limbs and joints also, it is curiously in the joints of his hips and wrists;
It is in his walk, the carriage of his neck, the flex of his waist and knees—

dress does not hide him;
The strong, sweet, supple quality he has, strikes through the cotton and flannel;
To see him pass conveys as much as the best poem, perhaps more;
You linger to see his back, and the back of his neck and shoulder-side.
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Here is almost everything characteristic of Whitman: the eroticism and
homo-eroticism, the sensory imagery, the lack of identifiable meter and the
use of long, visually detailed lists. But is it verse? How is this poetry? Up to
this point we knew when we had verse: there was often rhyme and almost
always meter. Now, with Whitman, there are all kinds of verbal effects but, as
far as we can tell, no organizing system beyond the stanza. We can still iden-
tify this as a poem because Whitman uses lineation, but later “prose poems”
by other poets will violate that rule as well. So meter, rhyme, and even lin-
eation are no longer the markers of poetry.

Song of Myself

I celebrate myself, and sing myself,
And what I assume you shall assume,
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.

I loafe and invite my soul,
I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.

My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this air,
Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and their
parents the same,
I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin,
Hoping to cease not till death.

Creeds and schools in abeyance,
Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,
I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,
Nature without check with original energy.

It is always risky to get completely caught up, because then you don’t recog-
nize that the poet is manipulating you, but it seems to me that the “I” in
Whitman is as close to the real “I” of Whitman the poet as it can be. This could
be an illusion, but if so, it is a nearly perfect illusion. You feel like Whitman
himself is just pouring his heart out. And yet there is craftsmanship here as
well, though you do not immediately notice it; you can’t put your finger on it
like you can with a really tight couplet by Pope or a great sonnet by
Shakespeare. Whitman tells you something and then tells you the same thing
but slightly differently and then says something that seems to arise out of the
first things but is, when you pull it away and consider it carefully, on the bor-
derline of irrelevant, but just shy of that boundary. He in many ways founds
the aesthetic of much modern poetry: to give the appearance and feel of some
underlying system that the reader cannot explicitly recognize:

Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of
all poems,
You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions
of suns left,)

Emily Dickinson

It is hard to imagine a personality more unlike Whitman’s than Emily
Dickinson, who lived from 1830 to 1886 in Amherst, Massachusetts.
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Dickinson’s passion and poetic sensibility are constrained, wrapped up like a
tightly coiled spring.

I think one poem sums up Dickinson’s approach to poetry:

Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—
Success in Circuit lies
Too bright for our infirm Delight
The Truth’s superb surprise
As Lightening to the Children eased
With explanation kind
The Truth must dazzle gradually
Or every man be blind—

Dickinson is famous for using “slant rhyme,” where a word is close to anoth-
er word but not a perfect rhyme. Remember that a rhyme is the repetition of
the vowel and consonant combinations after the stressed vowel. A slant
rhyme is the repetition of either the vowel sounds or consonant sounds (usu-
ally the consonant sounds are in the same linguistic family as the original, so
you can slant rhyme “lock” with “log”).

Hope is the thing with feathers
That perches in the soul,
And sings the tune without the words,
And never stops at all.

Dickinson’s telling the truth “slant” and using “slant” rhyme makes you feel
like you are inside an utterly typical hymn, a short poem, with folk tetrameter,
and then . . . hmmm, what’s this? All of a sudden there is just a hint of twist,
or something being a little different from what you expected.

A narrow fellow in the grass
Occasionally rides;
You may have met him,—did you not,
His notice sudden is.

The grass divides as with a comb,
A spotted shaft is seen;
And then it closes at your feet
And opens further on.

He likes a boggy acre,
A floor too cool for corn.
Yet when a child, and barefoot,
I more than once, at morn,

Have passed, I thought, a whip-lash
Unbraiding in the sun,—
When, stooping to secure it,
It wrinkled, and was gone.

Several of nature’s people
I know, and they know me;
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I feel for them a transport
Of cordiality;

But never met this fellow,
Attended or alone,
Without a tighter breathing,
And zero at the bone.

This seems like a cute little poem about a snake. But at the end there’s this
little thrill of fear—she knows plenty of natural creatures and likes them
(feels a “transport of cordiality”), but when she sees the snake she gets a lit-
tle nervous with the tighter breathing and then the intense final line, “zero at
the bone,” which, I think, has to communicate something much stronger than
a little nervousness—a real bit of terror there.

Because I could not stop for Death,
He kindly stopped for me;
The carriage held but just ourselves
And Immortality.

We slowly drove, he knew no haste,
And I had put away
My labor, and my leisure too,
For his civility.

We passed the school where children played
At wrestling in a ring;
We passed the fields of gazing grain,
We passed the setting sun.

We paused before a house that seemed
A swelling of the ground;
The roof was scarcely visible,
The cornice but a mound.

Since then ’t is centuries; but each
Feels shorter than the day
I first surmised the horses’ heads
Were toward eternity.

This poem is written in ballad meter, alternating iambic tetrameter and tri
meter; common meter is a popular form, one that would be sung, one that is
generally rather peppy. But Dickinson takes this somewhat bouncy, lilting
meter and creates a poem about death and the grave. The contrast is very
powerful: in that slantness, the sound of the poem being slightly off from the
sense of the poem, we see the effects that Dickinson can create. It is not a
simple contrast of one thing with another but rather two partially different
angles that never resolve into one single view. In Dickinson’s poetry there is
often just a slight tinge of sadness, even in poems that are more positive and
seemingly happy:
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Come slowly, Eden!
Lips unused to thee—
Bashful—sit they jasmines
As the fainting bee,

Reaching late his flower,
Round her chamber hums,
Counts his nectars—
Enters and is lost in balms.

Between Dickinson and Whitman you get hints of what Modernistic poetry is
going to be like. There’s going to be some kind of structure, but it won’t be
the old structures. It will be “slant”; poets will deviate from structure, turning
things just a little bit aside, making a few very subtle twists and, in this new
approach to sound and meaning, creating new kinds of poetry.



1. Why has Longfellow’s reputation suffered over the years?

2. In what ways did Whitman found the aesthetic of much modern poetry?

Sullivan, Nancy, ed. The Treasury of American Poetry. New York: Doubleday
Direct, 1976.

Sullivan, Nancy, ed. The Treasury of American Poetry. New York: Doubleday
Direct, 1976. (Poets other than those listed in the suggested reading at the
beginning of this lecture.)
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Chief Modern Poets of
England and America, Volume II: American Poets, edited by Gerald
DeWitt Sanders, John Herbert Nelson, and M.L. Rosenthal. Read
poems by H.D., T.S. Eliot, Robert Frost, Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens,
and W.B. Yeats.

Lecture 12:
Modernism

A Robin

Ghost-grey the fall of night
Ice-bound the lane,
Lone in the dying light
Flits he again;
Lurking where the shadows steal,
Perched in his coat of blood,
Man’s homestead at his heel,
Death-still the wood.

Odd restless child; it’s dark;
All winds are flown
But this one wizard’s—hark!
Stone clapped on stone!
Changeling and solitary,
Secret and sharp and small,
Flits he from tree to tree,
Calling on all.

–Walter De la Mare

Virginia Woolf thought that the old world ended and the modern world began
with the start of World War I. That is probably too dramatic a statement, but
she was on to something, as there was a pretty significant change in poetry
that occurred across the period of 1900 to 1920. Even before 1914, there
were some major changes going on, represented by Whitman and Dickinson,
and even after the Great War there is a lot of continuity with what came
before, but at some point between 1900 and 1930 we move fully into the
Modern period (which may still be going on; the jury will be out until we can
look back on the current period from a long distance). We will spend this lec-
ture and the next on the Modernists. The lecture will be divided in half, first
discussing the “pre-Moderns,” including William Butler Yeats, Robert Frost,
and my all-time, most beloved poet, Wallace Stevens. Then we will examine
the “High Modernists,” Ezra Pound, H.D., and T.S. Eliot. You will notice that
there are many more individual poets in these lectures than in many previous
ones, so we will have to dispense with almost all biographical criticism in
order to study the poems, which is our major topic.



William Butler Yeats

The great Irish poet William Butler Yeats is “Modern,” but not really “Modernist.”
His poem “The Second Coming” could be the anthem for “Modernism” from
about 1910 until 1950 or so, and it still speaks to us today (one of my colleagues
pulled it out to read in 2001 immediately after September 11).

The Second Coming

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
The darkness drops again; but now I know
That twenty centuries of stony sleep
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

I use Yeats to represent the Modern here, not only for his subject matter, but
because he exemplifies the developments in style. Notice there is not a fixed
rhyme scheme, but there is just a bit of slant rhyme at the beginning of the
poem, just enough to give you the impression of structure. In other poems,
such as the beautiful and poignant “A Prayer for My Daughter,” Yeats used
traditional rhyme schemes and meters, but his sensibility is always somewhat
different and typically Modern, with a great pessimism about the future cou-
pled with a deep love of individuals in the present.

Robert Frost

Our next poet also stuck to structure. Robert Frost famously said that verse
without meter is like playing tennis with the net down. Frost is possibly the
most beloved serious American poet of the twentieth century. Even though he
is critically respected, people love his poems and quote them and read them
when they need comfort. Frost is not a Modernist in style, but he is in outlook
and also in his efforts to use the natural sound of the human voice in his
poems. What separates him from many of the other Modernists is his love of
meters. He is, in many ways, closer to Dickinson than to Whitman, and not
only because both Dickinson and Frost were New Englanders.
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The Road Not Taken

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.
I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

This poem is in iambic tetrameter, but Frost has mixed in spondees and
anapests at key points. Spondees slow things down. Like the place of diver-
gence between the two roads the speaker has stopped right there, at the
beginning, considering which way to turn, and this slowing is marked with a
spondee, “two roads.” The rhyme scheme is very simple. I think of this poem
being a bit like a piece of Shaker furniture: perfectly simple, and perfectly
beautiful. There is nothing unnecessary, but it is also traditional and harmonic.

Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening

Whose woods these are I think I know.
His house is in the village though;
He will not see me stopping here
To watch his woods fill up with snow.
My little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen lake
The darkest evening of the year.
He gives his harness bells a shake
To ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound’s the sweep
Of easy wind and downy flake.
The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.
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This poem is usually considered to be Frost’s best, and you can see fit
between sound and meaning if you read it aloud. The regular rhythm of the
lines and the use of alliteration fit the mood Frost is trying to create of peace
and wonder at nature as the speaker stops to watch the snow fall quietly in
the woods. The rhymes in the last stanza—deep, keep, sleep, sleep—are
almost hypnotic in quality and introduce an interesting contrast between that
feeling and the “miles to go” that the narrator still has before him.

Wallace Stevens

My all-time favorite poet, Wallace Stevens, was perhaps even more in love
with the sound of the English language than was Frost. Stevens is unusual
for a variety of reasons, including his age (thirty-five) when he first began to
write poetry and his persistence in his position as a vice president at The
Hartford Insurance Company even after he had become famous as a poet.
What I find remarkable about Stevens’s poetry is that it often seems on the
surface just a celebration of sounds but then, in one epiphanic moment, you
see that the meaning and sound fit together all along.

Bantams in the Pinewoods

Chieftain Iffucan of Azcan in caftan
Of tan with henna hackles, halt!

Damned universal cock, as if the sun
Was blackamoor to bear your blazing tail.

Fat! Fat! Fat! Fat! I am the personal.
Your world is you. I am my world.

You ten-foot poet among inchlings. Fat!
Begone! An inchling bristles in these pines,

Bristles, and points their Appalachian tangs,
And fears not portly Azcan nor his hoos.

Stevens’s talent for sound is visible in this section of this simple poem about
chickens. The “Fat! Fat! Fat! Fat! I am the personal” line shows how he could
arrange a line to create an aural effect. But Stevens had very big ideas as
well, about order and disorder and their relationship.

The Anecdote of the Jar

I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill.
It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill.

It took dominion every where.
The jar was gray and bare.
It did not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee.

Simply the placement of the man-made, regular jar, changes the entire
wilderness around it. There is an order, but it is not necessarily a good order.
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The presence of an object changes everything. That is what happens also in
“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” This poem is often misinterpreted
to be making a rather banal statement that there are different ways of looking
at things. But Stevens demonstrates instead that the very presence of a living
entity changes the scene itself. It is not just that you can see it differently; it is
actually different.

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird

I
Among twenty snowy mountains,
The only moving thing
Was the eye of the blackbird.

II
I was of three minds,
Like a tree
In which there are three blackbirds.

III
The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds.
It was a small part of the pantomime.

IV
A man and a woman
Are one.
A man and a woman and a blackbird
Are one.
. . .

XII
The river is moving.
The blackbird must be flying.

XIII
It was evening all afternoon.
It was snowing
And it was going to snow.
The blackbird sat
In the cedar-limbs.

Yeats was a pre-Modernist. Robert Frost was somewhat a Modernist.
Wallace Stevens definitely was a Modernist in style, though he was not part
of any organized movement. But our next group of poets, the ones who con-
clude this lecture, were part of the movement of High Modernism. They
exchanged ideas, tried to develop aesthetic theories and put them into prac-
tice, and edited each other’s poetry.

A good generalization is that the Modernist “movement” as such began
when Ezra Pound met T.E. Hulme and F. S. Flint at the Eiffel Tower restau-
rant in SoHo. So began a movement that included the poet H.D., and
reached its high point, I think, when Pound began working with T.S. Eliot.
Characteristics of Modernism are pessimism, alienation, and distrust of any



L
E
C
T
U
R
E
T
W
E
L
V
E

98

fixed truth, any one technique. Modernists focus on what other eras might
have called the “surface” of the poem; their poems, according to them, are
not intended to be allegorical or to have one thing stand in for something else
but are more generally symbolic.

Ezra Pound

Ezra Pound was Yeats’s secretary and studied with him during World War I.
He ended up being on the side of Mussolini and the Axis in World War II.
Accused of treason, he pleaded insanity and spent twelve years in St.
Elizabeth’s insane asylum. When released, he went to Italy, where he stayed
until his death. The problem with Pound for the purpose of this course is that
his greatest poetry, the Cantos, is simply too long to deal with here, especial-
ly because part of the greatness of the Cantos is that they need to be taken
as a whole.

The Tree

I stood still and was a tree amid the wood,
Knowing the truth of things unseen before;
Of Daphne and the laurel bow
And that god-feasting couple old
That grew elm-oak amidst the wold.
’Twas not until the gods had been
Kindly entreated, and been brought within
Unto the hearth of their heart’s home
That they might do this wonder thing;
Nathless I have been a tree amid the wood
And many a new thing understood
That was rank folly to my head before.

This excerpt shows Pound’s Modernism and his deep knowledge of the
classics. Pound also knew multiple languages and translated poetry from
Chinese and from Anglo-Saxon (some critics say that the translations are
not particularly accurate, but the poems that he created are very good). But
Pound may be more important for his influence on other poets than for his
own poetry, though partly it may be that his reputation was so damaged
because of his support for the Axis in World War II that people have avoided
his poetry to some degree.

H.D.

H.D. was the pen name of Hilda Doolittle. She is usually called an “imagist”
poet, in that a succession of powerful visual images, rather than a narrative,
drive her poems. The poems work to make a reader see specific images and
match these with particular sounds. In the section of the poem that follows,
“Heat,” you will note all the initial p and f sounds that create the impression of
the sighing, constrained wind.

O wind, rend open the heat,
cut apart the heat,
rend it to tatters.
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Cut the heat—
plough through it,
turning it on either side
of your path.

T.S. Eliot

He was a great poet, a great critic, and a fascinating person. Yet I know
some good scholars who hate T.S. Eliot. They think his poems, and those of
Pound, are too intellectual, too abstracted from feeling. I agree that there is a
strong intellectual component to both poets, a deep knowledge of the classics
and of other literatures, and the willingness to use allusions at all levels and
to revel in knowledge. But I think there is a lot of deep feeling in Eliot, disci-
plined by craft and intellect.

Eliot’s great poem, “The Waste Land,” is too long to cover entirely here, but
we should look at the famous opening.

The Burial of the Dead

April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring
Dull roots with spring rain.
Winter kept us warm, covering
Earth in forgetful snow, feeding
A little life with dried tubers.

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,
And the dry stone no sound of water. Only
There is shadow under this red rock,
(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),
And I will show you something different from either
Your shadow at morning striding behind you
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;
I will show you fear in a handful of dust.

The use of enjambment is brilliant. At the end of each line we pause for a
moment, not knowing what will be the object of each verb. Notice also how
Eliot mixes meters, making his lines longer or shorter for the purpose of
speeding up or slowing down the reader. The poem also reaches back to
Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard,” though some of the
sections that were most similar to Gray were cut on the advice of Ezra Pound.
Many of Eliot’s poems are dramatic monologues, but with multiple voices (they
are not dialogues because the voices do not talk to each other). He thus can
take the development of the narrative persona one step further by creating
lines that may belong to one speaker or the other and then not resolving the
ambiguity. The confusion is supposed to be there, because it is part of the
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theme of the poem. Eliot also just had an amazing flair for language, as we
can see in these few lines from “Burnt Norton.”

Garlic and sapphires in the mud
Clot the bedded axel tree.
The trilling wire in the blood
Sings below inveterate scars
And reconciles forgotten wars.
The dance alone the artery
The circulation of the lymph
Are figured in the drift of stars
Ascent to summer in the tree
We move above the moving tree
In light upon the figured leaf
And hear upon the sodden floor
Below, the boarhound and the boar
Pursue their pattern as before
But reconciled among the stars.

I want to conclude with a bit from Siegfried Sassoon, who is most known for
his World War I writing. I think he sums up the real heart at the heart of the
best of Modernism. No matter how much the Modernists loved technique
(though not any one technique) and how troubled they were by politics and
alienation, there is still a lot of heart in the greatest ones. Although I don’t
think Sassoon is one of the greatest ones, he represents them in this final
stanza of “It Was the Love of Life”:

It was the love of life, when I was young,
Which led me out in summer to explore
The daybreak world. A bird’s first notes were sung
For childhood standing at the garden door.
The loneliness it was which made me wise
When I looked out and saw
Dark trees against the strangely brightening skies
And learnt the love of earth that is my law.

The love of life is my religion still.
Steadfast through rigorous nights, companioned only
By what I am and what I strive to be—
I seek no mystery now beyond the hill
And wait no change but to become more lonely,
No freedom till the sleep that sets me free.



1. In what ways is Wallace Stevens an unusual poet?

2. What are the characteristics of Modernism?

Sanders, Gerald DeWitt, John Herbert Nelson, and M.L. Rosenthal, eds.
Chief Modern Poets of England and America, Volume II: American Poets.
4th ed. New York: Macmillan, 1969.

Stevens, Wallace. Collected Poetry and Prose. New York: Library of
America, 1997.
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Late Modernism
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Skunk Hour

One dark night,
my Tudor Ford climbed the hill’s skull;
I watched for love-cars. Lights turned down,
they lay together, hull to hull,
where the graveyard shelves on the town. . . .
My mind’s not right.

A car radio bleats,
“Love, O careless Love. . . .” I hear
my ill-spirit sob in each blood cell,
as if my hand were at its throat. . . .
I myself am hell;
nobody’s here—

only skunks, that search
in the moonlight for a bite to eat.
They march on their soles up Main Street:
white stripes, moonstruck eyes’ red fire
under the chalk-dry and spar spire
of the Trinitarian Church.

I stand on top
of our back steps and breathe the rich air—
a mother skunk with her column of kittens swills the garbage pail.
She jabs her wedge-head in a cup
of sour cream, drops her ostrich tail,
and will not scare.

–Robert Lowell

In the previous lecture we went from the pre-Modernism of Yeats to the
quasi-Modernism of Frost, to the Modernism of Stevens and the High Modern-
ism of Pound, H.D., and Eliot. Now we are ready for “late” Modernism. This
is distinct from “Post-Modernism,” which is less a coherent thing than a label
in search of something to be labeled. The Late Modernists we will discuss,
W. H. Audent, e.e. cummings, Theodore Roethke, and Robert Lowell, are all
very different from each other, so they do not make up a coherent movement.
Instead, they each develop different techniques and ideas of earlier and high
modernism in their own ways. This fragmentation foreshadows what will hap-
pen to poetry as we move into our own era—whatever we may label it.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Chief Modern Poets of
England and America, Volume II: American Poets, edited by Gerald
DeWitt Sanders, John Herbert Nelson, and M.L. Rosenthal. Read
poems by W.H. Auden, e.e. cummings, and Robert Lowell.
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W.H. Auden

I began the course with a section from a poem by Auden, and I think it is
worth it to return to that passage again.

Musée des Beaux Arts

About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters: how well, they understood
Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

–W.H. Auden

I tend to agree with the editors of Chief Modern Poets of England and
America that Auden was the greatest English poet of the second part of the
twentieth century. In fact, I would say that he’s better than T.S. Eliot, which is
a heresy to some. (Of course I’m also biased toward Auden because he stud-
ied with and was friends with J.R.R. Tolkien, and he loved The Lord of the
Rings as well). Auden loved the sound and rhythms of Anglo-Saxon poetry,
and he tried to revive alliterative poetry in Modern English (he did not suc-
ceed in creating any kind of a movement toward alliterative poetry, but his
alliterative poetry itself is very great). You can feel the Anglo-Saxon rhythms
in “The Wanderer”:

Doom is dark and deeper than any sea-dingle.
Upon what man it fall
In spring, day-wishing flowers appearing,
Avalanche sliding, white snow from rock-face,
That he should leave his house,
No cloud-soft hand can hold him, restraint by women;
But ever that man goes
Through place-keepers, through forest trees,
A stranger to strangers over undried sea,
Houses for fishes, suffocating water,
Or lonely on fell as chat,
By pot-holed becks
A bird stone-haunting, an unquiet bird.

“O where are you going?” also uses some alliteration, but mixes it with more
traditional rhythms and rhyme schemes. Auden’s particular skill is to break
the pattern at just the right moment to make the reader feel, in this particular
poem, that something is very wrong.
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“O where are you going?” said reader to rider,
“That valley is fatal when furnaces burn,
Yonder’s the midden whose odors will madden,
That gap is the grave where the tall return.”

“Out of this house” — said rider to reader,
“Yours never will” — said farer to fearer,
“They’re looking for you” — said hearer to horror,
As he left them there, as he left them there.

e.e. cummings

Known popularly for his lack of capitalization, e.e. cummings was particularly
good at coming up with poetry tricks that manipulate the mind’s grammar
centers. Although he did not know anything about Noam Chomsky’s transfor-
mational generative grammar, cummings seemed to possess a similar insight
into how language works, because he manages to arrange words in such a
way that they create very powerful grammatical ambiguities. The appearance
of words on the page was as important to cummings as sound was to Auden,
which is why he played with capitalization (he noticed that not capitalizing the
word “I” or “God” or “America” was a way to make the word seem unfamiliar
and thus do something differently in a poem than it otherwise could do).

anyone lived in a pretty how town
(with up so floating many bells down)
spring summer autumn winter
he sang his didn’t he danced his did

Women and men(both little and small)
cared for anyone not at all
they sowed their isn’t they reaped their same
sun moon stars rain

one day anyone died i guess
(and noone stooped to kiss his face)
busy folk buried them side by side
little by little and was by was

all by all and deep by deep
and more by more they dream their sleep
noone and anyone earth by april
wish by spirit and if by yes.

Women and men(both dong and ding)
summer autumn winter spring
reaped their sowing and went their came
sun moon stars rain

I think cummings somehow disengaged some of his mind’s linguistic sub-
systems and ran others, giving us a poem that is just about what someone
with Warnicke’s aphasia would produce. In “anyone lived in a pretty how
town” he uses the structure of English to make one part of speech seem like
another, and make the language so different and unfamiliar that we start to
take into account grammatical relationships that we ignore in other contexts.
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Confessional Poetry: Roethke and Lowell

Auden and cummings were each experimental in their own ways, but experi-
mentation is not the only major characteristic of late Modernism. Personal
poetry, often about experience, becomes more important. While Pound and
Eliot were often working on large-scale, mythic themes, poets like Theodore
Roethke and Robert Lowell often tried to re-create their memories in poems.
This is related to Victorian nostalgia, but often quite different: the persona cre-
ated by the poet is in this case supposed to be the poet himself (as were the
personae created by the Romantics), but there is some narrative distance.

Theodore Roethke

My Papa’s Waltz

The whiskey on your breath
Could make a small boy dizzy;
But I hung on like death:
Such waltzing was not easy.

You beat time on my head
With a palm caked hard by dirt,
Then waltzed me off to bed
Still clinging to your shirt.

Child on Top of a Greenhouse

The wind billowing out the seat of my britches,
My feet crackling splinters of glass and dried putty

Robert Lowell

Robert Lowell takes the personal in poetry a little further and becomes the
best of the “Confessional Poets.” Lowell’s poems are often cast as confes-
sions to a reader; his narrative persona is admitting failures and weaknesses,
bringing the reader into the experience of the poem as if he is listening to the
poet confess his sins. Lowell also was very interested in the connection
between history and the individual psyche. His own family history (the Lowells
were one of the oldest, richest, and most powerful families in Massachusetts)
and his mental illness were all parts of his poems.

The Quaker Graveyard in Nantucket

Let man have dominion over the fishes of the sea and the fowls of the air and
the beasts and the whole earth, and every creeping creature that moveth upon
the earth.

I
A brackish reach of shoal off Madaket,—
The sea was still breaking violently and night
Had steamed into our north Atlantic Fleet,
when the drowned sailor clutched the drag-net. Light
Flashed from his matted head and marble feet,
He grappled at the net
With the coiled, hurdling muscles of his thighs;
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The corpse was bloodless, a botch of red and whites,
It’s open, starring eyes
Were lusterless dead-lights
Or cabin-windows on a stranded hulk
Heavy with sand. we weight the body, close
Its eyes and heave it seaward whence it came,
Where the heel-headed dogfish barks at its nose
On Ahab’s void and forehead; and the name
Is blocked in yellow chalk.
Sailors, who pitch this at the portent at the sea
Where dreadnoughts shall confess
It’s hell-bent deity
When you are powerless
To sand-bag this Atlantic bulwark, faced
By the earth-shaker, green, unwearied, chaste
In his steel scales; ask for no Orphean lute
To pluck life back. The guns of the steeled fleet
Recoiled and then repeat
The hoarse salute

VII
The empty winds are creaking and the oak
Splatters and splatters on the cenotaph,
The boughs are trembling and a gaff
Bobs on the untimely stroke
Of the greased wash exploding on a shoal-bell
In the old mouth of the Atlantic. It’s well;
Atlantic, you are fouled with the blue sailors,
Sea-monsters, upward angel, downward fish:
Unmarried and corroding, spare of flesh
Mart once of supercilious, winged clippers,
Atlantic, where your bell-trap guts its spoil
You could cut the brackish winds with a knife
Here in Nantucket and cast up the time
When the Lord God formed man from the sea’s slime
And breathed into his face the breath of life,
And the blue-lung’d combers lumbered to the kill.
The Lord survives the rainbow of His will.



1. What are some of the techniques employed by Auden in his poetry?

2. What was the effect of cummings’ word arrangement?

Sanders, Gerald DeWitt, John Herbert Nelson, and M.L. Rosenthal, eds.
Chief Modern Poets of England and America, Volume II: American Poets.
4th ed. New York: Macmillan, 1969.

Sullivan, Nancy, ed. The Treasury of American Poetry. New York: Doubleday
Direct, 1976. (Poets listed with birth dates after 1925.)
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The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Contemporary American
Poetry, edited by Donald Hall, Denise Levertov’s Breathing the Water,
and Sue Standing’s False Horizon.

Lecture 14:
Poetry Now
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Digging

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; as snug as a gun.
Under my window a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down
Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging.
The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft
Against the inside knee was levered firmly.
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep
To scatter new potatoes that we picked
Loving their cool hardness in our hands.
By God, the old man could handle a spade,
Just like his old man.

–Seamus Heaney

In our last lecture we followed developments in poetry up to about 1960
(though really we mostly focused on somewhat earlier decades). Even here
we saw the beginnings of the fragmentation of poetry in English. Auden’s
experiments with sound and with alliteration were very different from cum-
mings’s experiments with syntax or Lowell and Roethke’s confessional poet-
ry. Even from the vantage point of nearly half a century, it is difficult to find
any one unifying theme for the poetry of the first half of the twentieth century,
much less the century as a whole. And since 1960, poetry in English has
become even more fragmented and diverse. This would create enormous dif-
ficulties if this course was a historical survey of poetry, because after devot-
ing approximately a lecture to each century, I would now have to do about
seven lectures on poetry since 1960. Fortunately, this is not a historical sur-
vey but a guide to understanding and enjoying poetry. So we will simply note
the enormous diversity of poetry in the contemporary periods and then move
on to reading and understanding and enjoying some of that poetry.

But first I want to take just a paragraph to note all the things I have left out of
this course—which are all the things you can now surprise yourself with when
you read them on your own. First, I have left out the gigantic and important
body of poetry not written in English but translated into English. Translation
creates its own special problems, and good translators of poetry are probably
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even rarer than good poets. One of the best currently translating is Steven
Tapscott, who has translated many Latin American writers, most significantly
Pablo Neruda. Seamus Heaney, who composes in English, also did great
work in translation of Beowulf (though his poem is more a rewriting of the
poem in Heaney’s own terms than a close translation of the original). Poets
more often than not read in other languages and are influenced both by for-
eign-language originals and by translations, so it is worth seeking out poetry
from non-English languages just for the understanding of influence. But the
real reward is much greater, because there is an enormous amount of excel-
lent poetry throughout the world, so it is worth reading.

I have also left out a lot of very good poetry written in English. I have not dis-
cussed the Beat poets of the 1950s, for example, or Allen Ginsberg, or John
Ashbury. Likewise we will only sample the flood of new voices in poetry, poet-
ry by women, minorities, people writing in English outside of England and
America, immigrants and bilingual poets. But that is an opportunity for readers
and listeners of the course to discover excellent poetry that is new to them.

I have also left out the truly popular poetry of the past fifty years, the enor-
mous quantity of pop-music songs that create the soundtracks of most of our
lives. People engage with and love hundreds or even thousands of lines of
poetry every week. And our analytical skills are useful in discussing pop
music. Nearly every pop song is in tetrameter—common meter or ballad meter
(tetrameter alternating with trimeter)—and most use simple rhyme schemes
that nevertheless do a little to link sound and meaning. There is also other
popular poetry in children’s literature, light verse by Edward Lear or Dr. Seuss:
these are among the most-read poems in English, and they repay study (Dr.
Seuss, for example, makes extensive use of anapests). There are also the
poems in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, which turn out to be among
the most frequently read poems of the twentieth century.

But you are now ready to do that kind of analysis without me. After the
previous thirteen lectures, you are perfectly prepared to understand why a
pop song or a rap song or a Broadway musical song does what it does. You
understand meter and rhyme schemes and, most importantly, the linkage
of sound and meaning and the way a poet can play with that connection.
So instead of trying to survey everything that is going on in contemporary
poetry, I want to use this lecture to celebrate some things that I like, some
poets I enjoy.

Let me begin with a contemporary poem that I love and which illustrates, for
me, where poetry is now. It is my daughter’s favorite poem, by my colleague,
the poet Sue Standing, from her collection False Horizon.

Hummingbird

No matter how fast my heart,
yours beats faster.

What would ever
make you stay?

A rose named for Frédéric Mistral.
The Arctic Queen Nectarine.
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Orchids in Malawi
(over four hundred species).

Kashmiri meadows
might keep you

for more than a
millisecond touch-and-go.

Yours beats faster,
no matter how fast my heart.

–Susan Standing
“Hummingbird” from False Horizon by Susan Standing © 2003.
Reprinted by permission of Four Way Books. All rights reserved.

What can we do with this poem? It does not obviously have rhyme scheme
and the rhythm is not particularly regular. But it does have a stanzaic struc-
ture, being arranged in non-rhyming couplets. There is also a bit of a larger-
scale structure, as well, an envelope pattern: the first couplet is reversed to
form the last couplet, so the poem feels particularly symmetrical.

“Hummingbird,” for me, exemplifies Emily Dickinson’s instruction to “tell
all the truth / but tell it slant,” because on one level the poem is simply a
lyrical description of a hummingbird. Every single couplet, and the poem
as a whole, is true at the surface level. What would keep a hummingbird?
Particularly beautiful, sweet flowers. It is perfectly straightforward. This is the
“tell all the truth part.” But there is also a deeper level in this poem, because,
although Standing never says so explicitly, it is clear to me that the poem is
also about love and wondering what would ever make someone stay. Never
saying this is the “tell it slant” part. Contemporary poetry can sometimes, for
students, seem like an annoying guessing game. You are supposed to figure
out what the poet is really talking about when the surface seems to say one
thing. I understand the frustrations this kind of poetry creates, but when it
works, it works beautifully. The poet does not put two things together and
insist that the reader compare, but puts forward one thing and lets the read-
er create the comparison.

This is perhaps the direction contemporary poetry might be going, building
up more structure, returning to meter. I think there will also be a turn away
from politics (which has been very important to poetry since 1960). My col-
leagues tend to disagree with me here, and they point out that poets whom I
love—Seamus Heaney and Amiri Baraka and Denise Levertov and Jim
Daniels and Derek Walcott—are all very political. But I think it is a mistake to
focus on the politics to the exclusion of the other things. The sound, for me, is
just as important as the sense. What makes poets poets, as opposed to
angry and slightly crazed people on the Internet, is that they have the skill
with language to put things into such a form that the political content is only
part of the entire experience of the poem.
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The Idea of Order in Key West

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,
Why, when the singing ended and we turned
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,
The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there,
As the night descended, tilting in the air,
Mastered the night and portioned out the sea,
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,
Arranging, deepening, enchanting night.

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,
The maker’s rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and of our origins,
In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.

–Wallace Stevens

In using the name Ramon Fernandez, Stevens is getting involved in politics
(Fernandez was a fascist sympathizer and critic of poetry), but to me a line
like “Oh! Blessed rage for order” is much more important than any political
intent Stevens may have had. Furthermore, we only note the political content
of this poem (which is disputed, anyway) if we do research. The particular
politics is long forgotten. Likewise, Denise Levertov’s “Carapace” is about vio-
lence in Latin America. But I read it for the skill with which she develops a
story and a persona and uses enjambed lines to shape the readers’ impres-
sions and feelings.

Carapace

I am growing mine
though I have regretted yours

She says, Sure I saw him: he wanted
to run, the Guardia Civil
shot him before he reached the patio wall.
Do I understand ‘Subversive’? Yes,
the word means people who know their rights,
if they work but don’t get enough to eat
they protest. He was
a lay preacher, my father,
he preached the Gospel,
he was subversive.

She is 12

My shell is growing
nicely, not very hard, just
a thin protection but it’s
better than skin. Have you
completed yours?
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Another poet I love, Robert Pinsky, manages to blend the political and the
aesthetic, the sound and the meaning, nearly completely. This poem “The
Shirt” depicts the enormous sensual pleasure that you can get from a new
shirt (and, in Pinsky’s case, from the words associated with the shirt) at the
same time that the poet is thinking about where that shirt came from.

The back, the yoke, the yardage. Lapped seams,
The nearly invisible stitches along the collar
Turned in a sweatshop by Koreans or Malaysians

Gossiping over tea and noodles on their break
Or talking money or politics while one fitted
This armpiece with its overseam to the band

Of cuff I button at my wrist. The presser, the cutter,
The wringer, the mangle. The needle, the union,
The treadle, the bobbin. The code. The infamous blaze

At the Triangle Factory in nineteen-eleven.

The docker, the navvy. The planter, the picker, the sorter
Sweating at her machine in a litter of cotton
As slaves in calico headrags sweated in fields:

George Herbert, your descendant is a Black
Lady in South Carolina, her name is Irma
And she inspected my shirt. Its color and fit

And feel and its clean smell have satisfied
both her and me. We have culled its cost and quality
Down to the buttons of simulated bone,

The buttonholes, the sizing, the facing, the characters
Printed in black on neckband and tail. The shape,
The label, the labor, the color, the shade. The shirt.

In the hands of a lesser poet, this could have become a lecture. Pinsky
makes it an emotional experience. Likewise his version of Terza Rima for his
translation of Dante’s Inferno respects the sound, rhymes, and cadences of
both modern American English and Dante’s original.

. . . I reached my hand
A little in front of me and twisted off

One shoot of a mighty thornbush—and it moaned,
“Why do you break me?” Then after it had grown
Darker with blood, it began again and mourned,

“Why have you torn me? Have you no pity, then?
Once we were men, now we are stumps of wood:
Your hand should show some mercy, though we had been
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The souls of serpents.” As flames spurt at one side
Of a green log oozing sap at the other hand,
Hissing with escaping air, so that branch flowed

With words and blood together—at which my hand
Released the tip, and I stood like one in dread.

And:

If I had harsh and grating rhymes, to befit
That melancholy hole which is the place
All the other rocks converge and thrust their weight,

Then I could more completely press the juice
From my conception. But since I lack such lines,
I feel afraid as I come to speak of this:

It is not jokingly that one begins
To describe the bottom of the universe—
Not a task suited for a tongue that whines

Mamma and Dadda. May the muses help my verse
As when they helped Amphion wall Thebes, so that
Word not diverge from fact as it takes its course.

O horde, beyond all others ill-begot
Who dwell in that place, so hard to speak about:
Better for you to be born a sheep or goat!

Amiri Baraka can be pretty politically extreme and intemperate, but he also
has such facility with language, precisely enjambing lines to create moments
of apo koinu that make the entire poem a kind of shimmering image.

Return of the Native

Harlem is vicious
modernism. BangClash.
Vicious the way its made.
Can you stand such beauty?
So violent and transforming.
The trees blink naked, being
so few. The women stare
and are in love with them
selves. The sky sits awake
over us. Screaming
at us. No rain.
Sun, hot cleaning sun
drives us under it.

The first poet I studied with at Carnegie Mellon, Jim Daniels, is known as a
working-class poet, a person who writes about assembly lines and factory life.
Again, a lesser poet might turn this material into a rant, a lecture, a scolding.
But for Daniels, it is an opportunity for both beauty and human understanding.
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My Grandfather’s Tools

Lifetime tinkerer, fixer upper
always with his shiny tools
in his basement, his workbench
scarred wood blessed with oil
an altar to patience and a steady hand.
My grandfather, the unpaid Mr. Fixit
for the church across the street
and their rectory, convent, school.
My grandfather, no true believer,
hedges bets with his tools.

My grandfather sleeps in his front room
while I pound on the door
a radio apart on the floor
alone with his tools
the reflection of steel.
He replaces a casting in the steering column
and loses reverse gear.
He charges tools on his credit card,
forgets, my father pays the bills.
The logic of dying escapes him,
no wrench or screwdriver to save
his thinning body. I smell death
in his hands: already dirt is gone
from under his nails.
When he dies, we’ll all file down
into his basement to sort tools hanging
from hooks, filling drawers, shelves, toolboxes,
and we’ll hold them in our hands, feel their weight,
pallbearers carrying off those clean bones,
no one there to carve them back
into tools.

We have seen that poetry seems to change by pendulum swings: one gen-
eration thinks the previous one was too caught up in emotion, so they go
back to stricter forms, but these forms are also not the same as they once
were: now they are ornamented differently and have a kind of irony in the
dramatic monologue. The next generation thinks differently. I think there was
a big, big pendulum swing in the late 1950s that has continued almost to the
present moment (which is pretty normal, time-wise, for a major style swing).
We probably have passed the extreme of free verse and are now moving
back to more formal creations. However, these will probably be formal in a
way indebted to the freedom (the horrible, terrifying freedom) of free verse.
Poetry will expand, maybe not terribly visibly, because a huge amount of the
poetic energy in the world will continue to be used up by popular music, but
in private, when people have things they care passionately about, they will
use poetry. When there’s a wedding, an anniversary, or a death, people will
write poems and read poems, because poetry is what we need when we
have to articulate the things we cannot articulate in ordinary language, the
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things inside us that make us human. When we understand how poetry
works, we understand, in some way, how people work.

In Memory of W. B. Yeats

Follow, poet, follow right
To the bottom of the night,
With your unconstraining voice
Still persuade us to rejoice;

With the farming of a verse
Make a vineyard of the curse,
Sing of human unsuccess
In a rapture of distress;

In the deserts of the heart
Let the healing fountain start
In the prison of his days
Teach the free man how to praise.

–W. H. Auden



1. In what ways does Sue Standing’s “Hummingbird” represent the current
state of poetry?

2. How does Pinsky blend poetry with his aesthetic?

Hall, Donald, ed. Contemporary American Poetry. 2nd rev. ed. New York:
Penguin, 1989.

Levertov, Denise. Breathing the Water. New York: New Directions, 1988.

Standing, Sue. False Horizon. New York: Four Way Books, 2003.

Rankine, Claudia, and Lisa Sewell, eds. American Poets in the 21st Century:
The New Poetics. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2007.

Weinberger, Eliot, ed. American Poetry Since 1950: Innovators and
Outsiders. New York: Marsilio Publishers, 1993.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest

116

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
F
O
U
R
T
E
E
N



117
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RECORDED BOOKS

A History of the English Language

Language defines people as human. In fact, all of humanity’s greatest cultural
accomplishments are either made out of language or rely on language for their dis-
semination. In this course, Professor Michael D.C. Drout of Wheaton College leads
a fascinating discussion of the origin and development of the English language,
including such interesting aspects of the English language as the “soda” vs. “pop”
debate and the place of African-American English in modern culture.

A Way with Words: Writing, Rhetoric, and the Art of Persuasion

In A Way with Words: Writing, Rhetoric, and the Art of Persuasion, esteemed
Professor Michael D.C. Drout brings his expertise in literary studies to the subject
of rhetoric. From history-altering political speeches to friendly debates at cocktail
parties, rhetoric holds the power to change opinions, spark new thoughts, and ulti-
mately change the world. Professor Drout examines the types of rhetoric and their
effects, the structure of effective arguments, and how subtleties of language can be
employed to engage in more successful rhetoric.

A Way with Words II: Approaches to Literature

In A Way with Words: Writing, Rhetoric, and the Art of Persuasion, widely published
professor Michael D.C. Drout embarked on a thought-provoking investigation into
the role of rhetoric in our world. Now, in A Way with Words II, the renowned liter-
ary scholar leads a series of lectures that focus on the big questions of literature. Is
literature a kind of lie? Can fiction ever be “realistic”? Why do we read? What
should we read? In these fascinating lectures, Professor Drout provides insight into
these and other provocative questions.

A Way with Words III: Understanding Grammar for Powerful Communication

In the third part of this extraordinary series, Professor Drout continues to explore
humanity’s intimate association with language, here delving into the finer points of
grammar. The intricacies of grammar, in fact, should not be relegated to the realm
of fussy “guardians of the language,” but are rather essential clues all can employ to
communicate more exactly. In such a light, this course forms an invaluable guide
for everyone from all fields of interest.

Bard of the Middle Ages: The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer

Had Geoffrey Chaucer not written, or not written so well, the last 600 years of
English literature would have been decidedly different. Professor Drout brings us
new perspectives and the most recent scholarly discourse on Chaucer’s mastery in
storytelling. Early writings are examined along with Chaucer’s literary background,
the Middle English dialect in which he wrote, and, of course, The Canterbury Tales.
Professor Drout shows us why Geoffrey Chaucer holds a place of esteem as one of
the foremost writers in the English language.

Recorded Books also offers these other courses by Professor Drout.
They are available online at www.modernscholar.com or by calling
Recorded Books at 1-800-636-3399.
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