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ABSTRACT

■jlaaginativp enlargement* is a vague concept which 
the* attempts to givo a more specific content. Sir
Pl.ili,i Sidney's discussion in his An Apoi->f-y l'or Poetry 
ol' the poet a? tpacher, as makor and as seer is usod as 
a frame- for an examination of the idea cf imaginative 
e!il;irge®«nt in rei^tjon to the three realms of the moral , 
the aesthetic and the numinous with which poetry has been 
v a r m u s l y  associated.

In*' theoretical dii-rujrion is related throughout 
to a consideration of specific literary texts chosen 
ittainlv ; rt>n Knglish kriMi?‘ancp wr ■ ters. Particular atten­
tion i? paid both ro Sidney *9 A rr a ■. I a and to his A? t rephe t 
and -■ t o 1 : a poem*.

The s t r a t »*,'y of rh-> argument is to consider in turn 
Sidney ’ Jifnis.Muns of the poor as teachvr, as maker and 
a? seer, and to piess e.-.ch ot th. se possible ways of 
thinkin.; <■!' the poet and of poetry towards wnat would see® 
to be it* u.-ofu! limits. The argument implies that any full 
cons id.»r.; t t •.<.’! (d poetry nee Is to take some account of each 
of these ■■■>*■■■■■■ r - . and as the discussion develops an attempt 
is made t > - < “•r how a reconciliation ol the various 
vjpujiaint ? ; ;

The opening c h a f e r  and illustrates Sidney’
cential a,!.ia;U,n ti„.i po,-;;;. |-r.-si-nts an ninr!;i?inf; 
vision i..»- a moral an,: c n i l u i n P; effect. Ih© seconu

irnaf mau>':i <'2' a -  reader* by dri\ing inuards into the 
I,; a us! u 1 ne “ an<3 rn\-iery ol liie as well as by presenting 
the shining form 5 of P. r feet ion, and that the nature of 
the Vnlr,rfv n ..nr winch is achiev'd is in each caM- far fflor 
complex than the - k ine t i r i s r .* which a didactic view 
fin t sages.
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The fourth chapter picks up Sidney's admission 

that i.'orks of literature ta?fd not havp a moral content 
or rorai r» f i><-1 , an i i i su^'ests that in Sidney's views 
on ti.R pr.<■*1 ff s maker a recognition of specitical.lv 
acsthcM,; qua i 1 1 if*s i * beginning to emprge. Subsequent 
ch-'ipt pis •>. t end dip notion of imaginative enlargement 
to include a.'sU.ot i c at ions, and consider thp
idea of artistic autonomy.

Th«>

•<SHH’ n'
iolm*

s. on t h

if 11. * ■ 
t vhcro

..ipr^r argues that whereas a
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INTRODtXTIOM

In the opi>ning paragraph of An Apology for >ii..l-v 
Sii'n,'v snys, rfcalliri;; the enthusia- > for horses ./id 
riding ci Joiin Piptro Pugliaj.o at the K r.itror1 •’ court, 
s 1 i-Invi' ! « bp 1 1 o r than any finding to makf < t sceiB 

«̂.ji ,■?<•>(.us ihi’rcsn uiii solves bp p,;rt i('«" ; and it is no 
sjtm ] i part o i' th.* a, -'al o f Sidney's p-.-s.-.-iy that hi* own 
enthusiasir - laps con imiouslv through >i i s words, 
nnvi'i' r 'torn ri-:tn in tf»' f.«n'o;>«* pa -sa.i’c on thf poldfin 

! >t:

.1 < u i , ■ - <*; f u r s 1 r : ■ > .'* r t h i n  ^
;■ j h ' . ip> ■ u  v a *   ̂ o r ?  pos- t s  ha \ o  •loi.. ’ : 
no i t. h , • r ■* i - h p i  n r i l w r s ,  f r u i t !  i l
1 . ..... , ■ • - : i 5 ri ■’ lio.vf’is, n o r  wha t s o o v p r
, ~ i t h p  t o o - r a n c h - h i u ' i !  f >ar f l «

worid i s bra/enf thr> 
a .

(100,2?)

Tho f i ■' -<hri>' - - ,'nd potency m  this pas.5a^,o ; s more t han 
just >< ttsii t ? : (i)' i n:.i| ► ; <m . 1 ;'•«? metaphora have a
surpri'ir • ; ■■ i ' i r.- y r>i>d ~:i;v e s  tn.-nc'., hfcausc Sidney 
affirms ti:.- i.'.-uiiiy of .'irt : n “urn a uay as to remind 
th*-*- r ** <;• i«-1- in-('5i>ti!/iv ol U..it exhilarating sposp of 
1 i 111 i -it iun <-nd i .?>.( 'r i n t i v ** <-n i.«r -  -men i whir!'. seems 
char'vt iti .'i i- < ■ i ;’■« i:w i t n> r <>.- p<> n s * ■ la .hi . Hi* I in»s s

-."'.'-i ■<> •«-, i:ri">r the i nv 3 <:o 1 a t i -. *• vpo r 1 c m  e ■>: fr^in^ 
f;.i! : o tho v r r M  of -1 'd p ̂ i %'i 1 ■’h 1 to
ran/1’*5 f j Iv, for th<* mo b u t .r , *ithin tho zodiac oi %n 
.•r.-ctih

p,r, -<K h 1 1v;. s > r.p’.-'Sors? an un >nio i nr L y rpaction 
to a pas- ’• r r - -; 1 < o-u of i * * historical ronfett and
out of Its im.T-'̂  J ' context in ? dr.<'\'s who 1 arf.umpnt ; 
and k'.ilc phr-'S.- such ;«s ivt pnl a t pt-k .t ; t ”
calls c o n ! l'l'MU 1 y for intuit i \ <• a-s^nt, it is incorrigibly 
vap.c a n ■ 1 ?.i b j rr t i vp . Tnr modorr- f n - * c ,  schooled on th.'

I ■

;

' -./S'- •• -

lAll iiutfs will br found t t ho r at t.hp back of th* 
vc> I arm-* , pp . 2 3 *>t .
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affective fallacy, fifhts shy of such emotive t o rm.‘ . 
Pe r h a p s , though, too much scorn has been directed at the 
iBpr»ss i onist i c tingle up A. E . Hou s tn;m ' s spine. He who 
ni*h<?^ i n like Do t to®, crying, "Masters, I rvn to 
discourse wondors’ but ask me not ’.hat
.is 1 la’ v m  r^voal only tha . he has been an ass: m-ver- 

in his "Lottomif'S? dipata”, Bottom has boon 
m o v p  ! b v  pxpe.'i onr e« of which ? hp I e ve 1 -h e pc\ ed Theseus 
has ft o notion. It is all very well to bo “ terlnl I y
sensible, but v'i 
tii*- m y h  t " '  

b i n  t o  > i 1 p;  >, - y t o 

1 uii a t j t.: s iuiu po- 

that the 1 ov **r* 1

various
thfy a c h i p v o  in t he 

filled ni-iht. T a k i :  

m  i >;ht h o  po  r.h a; t • .c 
o f  thO'i' u  -'in * f i ;-u j 
ni ̂ h l ~ wh ■ h m.-'-ko ’

In t i<o Apo 1 <

it coie-'s to r» -.mg the "story of 
■ ..IT give? tne las., t ■; rii not to Thps^us 
Attej- ■. f' r h u s b a n d  has r); *m i ss*»d lovers, 
in a shu'Ip bro^th shp rpRumls him 

- c m n t s  !:' i e  "Rrown" - an admirably 
-11 o ” ■< i.'tno t n i ii ; of Rrcat constancy,
,n,<. adm.r.ii'lo". Modestly but firmly 
t,,nt.ion from tlio strangeness of the 
< ■?;,<' "transl'iguiPil" coherence which 
r i r o-"n wav as rpconis of the* drpam- 

t),.s ns a parable for cri n c s ,  one 
ay is alwriy* open lo ai 
p qua 1 i t i <? t of ” t i. 
its "st rnnfe and

pxamirm t i on 
.■ story of the 
sdrai rabi *»" of feet,

MibH'y islks of the poet as 
as seer. His oiscussion of thpsp 
.-..‘t 1- activity s.-!tis no me- to oifor

t 1

en i ;• 1 irotr 
< > n 1: i r  f  ' 

or;; 1 , t :ip 

b e e n  v a n

u i ! n n  v, hie h to «xami no 
rn i in re lati on to t he 
psthr: i o and flic numinous 
us I v <jfsociat e d .

t o p  t r 

disci
crtMtf* obvious diffi- 
« s i on of thp Apoi nî y 
for tin* a r ^ w n t .  If I 

ni'ralisations it i? not 
e anv brr,*h confidence in their authority but

u p s , b ut 1 t:opp t h a t  

■■mpt <-t t i m o  s t o m?>ko 1 ;* r

a m  ft!

the



because it seems >e me necessary for a critic at some 
stage to attempt to tak-- a 'arge view and to ask himself 
what it is that he is about. My argument should be 
looked upon as an wsaaj in Montaigne's sense of the term; 
for in such matters it would be folly to think that one 
can ever finally satisfy oneself or other" There would 
seem to be value though in t. y i r>̂  to see aso^e clearly* 
and I rons what i s perhaps w different perspective, what 
must h-ivr* ht-pp plain to many ot iers fron the start. As 
Shakespeare has it in Troilu.« ^rd Cressida:

j'-," uldtion turns not to itself 
I ill it hath travelled and is mirrored there 
Vln’Tf it mav see itself.

' (III .iii. 109)

1 do not fur ■'< moment believe that critical theory 
is an end in itself or of vslur if it leads one away from 
literary •* o rk s in all their imnv'd i ;.icy and complexity. The 
lines which I hu\e just quoted from ^roilus and Cressida, 
fr i von a s 1 i f": f 1 ■! i f f r  en t nrpl icat ion, wou! J see® to offer 
a met ho-! tor the literary :l;pi:nst, a method spelt out ii« 
appropr i;«t *■ terv.s by Goethe:

H.erc i« a sensitive emp ricijm that ultimately 
identifies itself with the object and thereby 
becomes ^ermine theory.

a I'.ayf 
for t!. 
t h e v e 
Stella 
freely

In
esc he r

of Si.S' 
nee bei1

m i d  I have pursued my arpumonf not with 
prons towards conclusions but attempting 
m i  t,;e object. As object I h-ivp chosen 
. terary uorks of • English Renaissance, 
ley's Arcadia ' a , Astrophel and
UT i ontinen t nrroni' these; but I have

nded th” historical scope a few occasions.

nsidering in tunt S idney 1 s discussion of the poe 
maker ?:td as seer toy strategy' has been to

3



press each of these possibilities towards 
oo^es to be its limits before moving on to 
a teconciliation of the various viewpoints 
achieved . 6 I only hop© that the turns in 
*r«» not too prod ictable .

what would 
suggest hov 
might bo 
the argument



SECTION 0\'E j THE POET AS TEACHER

Chapter__ I

THE FORM OF GOODNESS

r: i of poetry has, like almost all its
<' oi i n t n ra a r r <s clear moral f»;nph a s i s „ For him

t he i i m f  i v ' <>ril.'ir',>i:!ent which poetiT afVords in 1 ibor- 
at'.ri?’ the r r into (ho zodiac of an e re ■: t ed wit is by no
■ - ■ ■ mi cHi i i i i : o.1 j t , it o r  is it a state of me* re.’ I y 
■■'otiU'TunliH i •» e ■it-'} he e-nph a s i s <? > the rotrcive

kiirdci- or .’idn ration uhich the pof't’s presenta- 
" 11 r i d ' ’ ir.dxsc e s » For hisn poo try should he
ij-e < o;!i;.oniHi ntr.lK’tf whicn aro a trademark of
ho  r t - r.j \ i -i i n f' ” ; -uid In- c o n f e s s i ' s  t h n t  « v t m  i h «  

. he'*-,- r!,,i.-e inmi'd h i s  o w n  hr  a r t  1 ru !f r h ' n  w i* 

M u r  t h e  p o e t  m o  \ p s  ;-:5 ^ r s , in

t ;I" ■ v»I u 
t ion .> f t no 
in on<. oh t 

h j - «■ i Le, 
o  i ■ I b . i l i . V 1
a t ''
o ’■■iv r f ;> m 

r>o At i-> x r *>; !

T i v e  S y  e mb  r a 

r > : ; r'./; p  I a c p f - >

i ; r t u p  \*h i < h i 5 ’ >• L-
' ! ! .i !l r* t o
1 . - . f  i r.g

o j ■ 1 i ■ j ? < 
v c> ry " t\

i f  ( M 3
fr.

h,-! u-i i 
I-u i ■; on s.i 
I i h  > - f' i 
{ o '-.n * 
re; O •
I 1 : 1 5  ) .

r > - : ; r'./; p l a c p  t - n  a i l  o i T d i \  

e n d e d ' 1 ( 1 1 '  : -ft ' . 5 i . :r. o >.

; o - i  r\ ; . r m i v  t o  a m-- • . ■. 1 . ! . ‘ e  ; a t a  r o , n e

el M i -  1 h.- I ;:ht«- ..OO ilu; 11 lut'S .«n ir.
t' i ,> - ! i . ■ f i ■; j ’ h ill i'it- ”i o ■ ' 11 r ; •>.. n  a o r t; > *>

m of , • • .odn i - ~  ̂ ( 1 _ 'i : 1 i ; t>:-’ t . •, 1: . < t ;» r -> i ' y of

r '>■ »■ ; * o h ?'*• r ̂  i n ; ’ ” . ■ : 1 r  -' ' oi - •

j,;T - Th<» w . W i l l  <> o > '• to  e n t e r  i n t o

h i -  e - p h . - ' j '  i>n t. ' .e .„<■■• 1 - poi>- ' !  o !' t o e  , i : , . ral  

p . - I  ; r:, ■ v s u ?' p a  s * i n t  - x [ > s e -  - i • m  f > t h e  hu mM' j i s

j \ i 1 i . r,o I'o j r  o ,-f l i t  P U i h a  I f  l { t h e  

h i . -  • - r f"' iint.;, • t h a t  j u m  '. s  pao?. ' - \  u a ■= '* £ : e t i r ^ c  

f. r  t o  i, 'o. o i C e " 8 d r a ^ j n ; -  ’ ‘ Vo- u i l - i  or; t u o r o ! --■ . r -  

i i . ‘ i :■' !! o h  k n o 1 ’* I * : 1.7 >n J V ' s , * • ■ • ■ • pot? t

rv. i : -i ■; r  i l l ' : '  t i v  e  " h r  i a;  e  ,• - i n  o i' : , l ■ i.  ̂ i 5 i t .  "



The energy and confidence with which Sidney presents 
such a view is something we can perhaps only distantly 
envy; for civility itself might seem in question n< . This 
is the problem that Robert Lowell confronts in ’ F o r  the 
Union Dead*. Ho ?ays of th > Civil War monument to Colonel 
Shaw an; Ins n " , ; r o  soldiers in Boston:

lh,'ii u.unumt'iii sticks like a f : shhone 
in the cs.ty‘s throat.
I • 5  C o l u n c ' l  is as lean 
as a c< mpa s - m .  e.i] e .

vi&i1ance, 

- re,

vi ̂  i I e w I 
s Pti t i n.‘-n f a 1 : 
un-!>' r i r . is • 
ron tie n "i ' ’.: 1
t ri 1 i r p.
ahan I' , n  t ■ 
pou e i l a c noi 
sen « P of <1 t t I 
C on r? e: e >
btti. k " . Fur i '

*1»
1 " I
ill*' 
t i or 
f o

I t I

Hi i da

, Shaw 1 s

;. ! envies is the Colonel<s surety, his 
11; \ m  the puLLja cause and the ant.jr> 
cation to an ideal. Yet there is no 
in L o well1  ̂ regard, for he so c)early 

r t i ] v ilpfinos both the cost to a 
. ■ t i eve:yrhin£ to the i.h. tcamis of 
n.i the t •1 ii; p t..; ion of that tda.1 alf- 
j.iic, m  man's 1 o v e 1 \ , /’ pecul i ar 
;,n i lie”. All the images point to a 
and t h i •- ia seen in part as the 
ed ! .i ’ i 1 i t y t , i a . ‘’cannot bend 
I -• M:ho--c>-1 ike monument is a painful 

; an: a ri y-1 oc :-u i r Boston values 
, in a city where evex'ywhere

ivi!:ty
n f’rca~e.

riitments no longer viable, What tneBut he
monuriert stand- foi ?oen;s attenuated and there is something 

tj ~ u  I ' d  i n 1 5 . -  ; i / - ' : r e . “ a v o  a  s ‘  r  r t i '■ erie s s : Colonel S h a w  

vo be ridir.c or. a bubble, naively optimistic about t h e  

"blessed break” . The afte of monuments has gone:

There ar'- no statues for the last war here; 
on b a y l o  tun ? n  eet , a commercial photograph 
.«h o w * Hiroshima boil in;'.
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What gives L o w p H ' s  poetry its stature is the honesty of 
his own desperatp protest against a civilization in -which 
no al'f! rmat ion seums adequate or possible, and in v h i c h  

ii.pr<> sop’tis to be nothjnj; to redeem "the ditch".
In it. s \ i p: i 1 .inc e , and in i t s  w i ne  i ng  t a u t u e s s ,  h o w v o r ,  

L e w * - l i ' s  work pauvps tha t  the c i v : I i t i e s  o f  a r t  s u r \ i v o ,

I t  i »  tl'.-is no t  t-nt i r p l y  a n a c h r o n i s t i c  t o  bc-pin our  i ^ n c r a l

tivo i • ' i ! a > ‘-on’on r wh i ch  1 i ; t ' r a turp  acliiovps is a matter of 
tJ e i n - ;  i. r. i '■ i >> r. 11 eff.-ct of its tcarlun^, But first some­
thin.-' of tin' context. v«i t'lin *hieh Sidney conceived of the

Si-hiov’s s t r e ^  on th<> cj vil i 7 iii-; effect of literature
t'V f 1 1 - c t ̂  !• ! - 1 •< r 'er h.un ,n i > f -t t e s s on education and >
t h 1- p t i ■" ;■ i f t ho ! •1 * i \ (5 I i tV „ The h e a r t o f the hui5an i st
view of ! M e  ; ;■* tho not i on X aa t human d i r;u i t y depend p u pon
n.and, fro.M,oa f ■> f ran- I o: . ? h i ~ aondi tion, or, if t! i a t is
n<: t [ujr r j >'!•••, a i i a -■ t t o f m d a rerrsody for fo rtune i:
St O I '■ \ il" -a; t tj i ̂  thou,-:ht of as capable of fronting
h if ,ii‘M  :r•> m  this way I i i * r i 1 y hec a;u'e his nature is
open to m i i r 'in . 1 , --mu-. d 3 t up its a phr ilnmines

rv:n__r:j lLi: a ̂  ••• : S'; - “a-' '■ r .. % ,:h tho pr a^nnn t io a 1 end o f

!uirt u i i' i ' ■■ -a mi.d t hi i-M ani.sts su oh as E rasnnis

trii'd .,h.«. ,dl t o  a.osd uhat they co ns i de red the monkish

o' n  -ii! 1 ! i \ o i t h e  s a  . on  i m* n t ■ u.d to make rel i^ious an d

m ei a I ; 1 > d ■ . i i > , ! a . a  - ; : e . I ' . . - ; i : tdi.'d lh e m s e U o s on

rep J • r ; 11 : d - a ; :  , ri^r * M  J. ,>i .,o icai ],> i e ty} and they

roncetM..,! T! • r. ’ v . M h rheolnr 1 d spec u 1 a t i n and

philo, s '■ o j s s n t hi  ■ s j,  ̂ a n  wi t h  h e ’ p i in-’  me n  to follow t h e

dirt a t , . - , f  , ; i  r o a a o n  ,a> i r n a r r o w plish goo u works

A | u i n  h <m- ,rr.i. d i a r  H , -•■ini ron >• e  of the c out e trpi a-

1 i fV:

I f.
c a ] [ (.,< ....... . , ,r ( o r tnr . o  n o r  in r ood  o f  the  body ,
nor i,; th*» soul in its scnti'T.t p«»rt,
nor ir !le« tual par t in re-pect of the
moral u n i t o ,  ;»er in the virtues of the pra-'-^ri 
itn.'th'.'i, e..U<-d -.rt and prud cm- e , i i in *

i

J
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In the Apoi o p y , by contrast, S id.iey s t and a firmly by the 
practical intellect, declaring cha* all learning is 
d i roc t €*d t o

the highest end of the mi s t res s-kuowl edge , 
by thf* f.ttH’ks calif! ;. i - ~ I i n  »■ i • r >. r 1 k e , ul.ich 
stand- (as 1 think) in tho kuo- L^df’t? f a 
r - ■' 1 ■» - e 1 f, in v he pthic ;i:vl p«1 i t i c c on-

of up 11 —kno
of wi>1 l-doing and

mastery ol . 
t h <■ pu rsu 3 t 
pr'diic 1 n ■■■ i

p;!ri;)hr;i'in;; C'icero who 
r.h.*i "to be drawn by 
:urrsrv :o ibuim duty; 
ic i i \ ; t y " . * Th i 9 shift 
<■ 1 In .i5>t 'npt ions

..usic.i! ideals, nrid from 
i id bv tho a tud ia
turn the N.'v. Learning

eed-i for words; but 
n?> invo1' od not just tho
i.)! . i j I y discipline*!* but 

p ro  r- >r rse i t  n i m v d  a t

1 \ C 1 r i /(‘II p . Thu- it 
ps r <,r 1 i « and Musidorus

j f

i «  . j ~ ,

not Clnssie.'il t e x t '  en,! e l . - f ^ r r  oJ 

r a t i o n a l  rind * tKic.il heinrt wh<>si ai

Ci ■f.ro's «:.)le dHfii'd'-,) in t h e  

er. i o r s e a  h v  Ax l  but ? f .. fin-1, s p . t i

um.'ini"ts' study was 
xyle but man as a 
W,ts to fulfil himself 
\e ideal inspirits 
r t-".', and it is

i <if Aristotle's 
t uucli.st ones and
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Sidnf 's regard for the latter can be seen not only in his
borrowing o f  the term a rch i t q c  ton ike but also ir: the 
admonition which he offered to his younger brother Roberts

I thinke vou nave read Aristoties Ethicks 
if you ' \ ou knour it is the begyning,
,.m<! fi i< i of all hi? vorkes, the good
pndr , r * i Is ovorifl man doth and ought
t o bond his greatest actions, I'M)

SiJno\ r;.kcs ir for granted tint m u  ’? task is to fulfil 
him.-elf ir. g o o d  norks, a n d  in the Ape 1 ogy he makes it 
q u H p  that ho think*- <-f education as a preparation
for the .-ic.i'o 1 i : * ' pithily quoting the Fthics once again 
to the -‘fi’i'i'i tii-it "not n n ' 5 i 5 hut pr-i i ; s must be the

It is |T -  i?o!v on I..C grounds that the end of all 
earth] \ leaimn-" is "not j-no‘ i - hut praxis” that Sidney 
claims the port <i» the monarch of all sci?nco« and poetry 
as the highest town of learning. In this insistence he goes 
beyond most ‘ i \ t een t h~<.. <• n t u ry discussions of literature, 
and his ur. is irh recoiling in all its wit and
veive, ;ie iirst calis tiie competitors to the bar, providing 
del lftit fiil I ;• tei-iiig % i n v i t e s  of the philosophers
coinin' r<i "witn •> -njllcn gravity, as though they could
not a? ide % ire by dayi l ght ", and of the officious historian 
ladw, u t h  •■Mouse-eaten i-oc<.r<!s" but pro\ing himself in his 
per ten tun- ardo r 11: i v r o l y  "a wond.'r to young folks and 
a t w a i n  .n t . U e  i .. 1 k " I I ‘ :'1, 1‘1 and J*). Having slyly 
m :,de use ol the pool's U o m .l v to feign things to his own 
CJ. i -.5g,,.,N toko.- the -'ffensive and pioceeds to justify 
th j , j iii,g. T he  poet'- .- u pe i iority to the historian, he 
a v e r t s ,  J e p . u p o n  tus greater freedom. The historian, 
though, he sets forth all the l i w s  of the noble Greeks and 
Romans, is properly limited to reportage, and cannot be 
-liberal of a perfect pattern" <llO:l-*0 ; for in life even 
the virtuous Cato is driven to commit suicide. The poet, on 
the other hand, far from being "captivetl to the truth



of a foolish world" ( 1 1 1 :3 6 ), can construct his tale so 
as to show vice punished and virtue rewarded: he car. ieveal 
"the general reason of things" (107 so) bv setting virtue 
out in her best colour's ami b> making "Fortune her well- 
waitin/’, handmaid” (lli:28). Sidney invokes Aristotle's 
argrmKMi; that poetry is suporio. to history because of its 
tfreat- , e r s a l  i t y ,  but he is inclined to stress rather
the coercive effect, that the poet’s representation of 
poetic justice will have. A/^nin, Sidney sees the poet’s 
superioiitv to the moral philosopher as lyxng even more 
cir,i|-h m  his .si i 1 ii) iu move tac reader and to make 
moral i i. y i :np*'jm t i v<>, He argues that truths are liable to 
"lie dark before the imaginative and judging power, if they 
uo n.)t illuminated or f i r m e d  forth" (10?:3 - ) • This is
t'Spoc i a 11 v

l. one e i \ 
precept

of tlie bale precepts of the philosopher
which are [lotonnu-ly "Lard of utterance and misty to be

t»:37), The poet, however, offers instead of 
oak i ng-p i rturp ” whose heai t- ravishing effect 

is such a* to "strike, pierce possess the sight of
the soul ’1 (107:33 and 13). Thus where moral philosophy is 
concern^l with what should be, and history with what is 
or was, poetry create.-' a uni'juf* sjntiiosisj it couples "the 
eneral notion with the particular example" (1 0? : 1-?) in 
uch a way that prorept and example, in becoming one, 
a i i f w  a "virlu.-l.ipi'iiiilf ,li.Iislitl'nln<‘is" ( 1’t 1: 1'I ) , Hence 
x i * th c the poet de-'.Tves to stand l'ommost in the ranks 

of those :.o "endeavour to take naughtiness away and plant 
goodness in the secictosi cabinet of our souls", for it is 
he who bo-t "infLameth the r, i iri with the desire to be 
worthy ” ( ioi.i and I l‘>:2'>) .

far ii'om-sound j nr. particularly relevant to the notion 
of i m a ;-; i n 11 i v e enlargement, Sidney's exemplar)’ view of art 
as somethin,; intent on making everything into f’ nured 
precepts and on moving the rea.ier to moral betterment clearly 
contain* elements which might seem narrowly didactic. One 
detects a continuation of th-t s t e m  spirit which aoved the

1
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resolutely pragmatic Sir Thom:*? Elyot to recoi’iricnd literature 
both fox- its moral tea^hinp find for t ho lessons that it jjave 
in ha r*« brooding and arms, and ’*hirh j o-} Ro^or Ascham to 
(icnousn'p ns .-n io-va 1 romar. cos as eonJuoi' o only to "open mans 
siauf:'.tf>r o.nd hold bnwdsyp'1, Si jjn i J i c- an t iy, tho d.->iu;iing
mint: v>ir“i Ascham could find to ?«y of ~~uch rop;mr(>s vas
> a - • ■ ‘:i>j or«- n;)d(’ in Monasteries, by idle Monkr-a, or 
wan’'<n Charions". ' ft was with a zealously Pro t <-• s t an t. 
dpt c i :̂ i iii'i t ion Jifit the f.irl ier Tudor hiri.inisir* irt«ist<»<I that 
poptrv 5hu;'-;.i direct tho will to s«I f-iuprovcsoTU and moral 
c-ff :"! . An,! ia .-■■u.-,i << - ia.. Aoot: i.... ; its .• ,/,'.n'.iiif; of 
i h j ~ i • .1. t it •' !•; Ly b«- d! as end«> > - i n^ and
riic.ou, -.pin’ th.a. - 1 t --> > si--• ,iiid .jl'ti'U opp'~< > i '• o

v.;.u:n v.. Si ar a r 1 o r i ̂  o s a good deal of Henaissancc
v r i t in :.

Th*> t .'.-a i' i (' t s o raihtq' than pnl-uvinf7 effort of such 
con',:/, i ! z r-i ! •. t • i -= rn i u o L i ! I us t r a t .->d not ou I \ in 
A.m nl- oi; roriancps but in vdai.t has bofn described
:,s "ti;.' H (> t: i : - - a: i> ; rv.u’ - ’."U of p a s \ o i al " , ii. rreby

f o i - ~  sfr- - ' i " ! i a?- t h e  i d e a  o f  a Oo l . don  A^e

M , i V  it, \ j t 1 si n- . pl y a -  a i i i o i a l  <U f o r u ;  f r o m  w h i c h  

t o  r a ' a . a  ’ i . - v r -  - a r t  l a  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  no rms  o f  s i m p l i c i t y ,  

f m n n l ; ' \  a; ,a . o f  i- v-i-ii r i c-r: ' a?'  r i '■ i ■' ̂  v t h i . -  i « as  n o t

ti c \ 1 a - ; - ,  a . t a / c ’ • j ! i <1 * T h e  g e n e r a l

a r g u m e n t  t o  r j e r . ^ r *  . .  .<121 < J i  ̂t  i ng i i  i  s l i os

1 1, k ! r: i -  o t  - 1 • 1 * do. se  n  bod  as

f o r  rh.- r;!. j - 1 "mi 1 * j t h  .■-.■in.' f a . t y r j c u l  b i t t c r n p u s o " ,

b i n  t t •! a i r; r i  ̂ <-• ,aui  th<> r *'c r  o s r t \ ; and o n l y  i i v p

it I -■■ {■•('11 - t• ; e - : u ■!.! o•_ 1 u ai o s •• ? *■ ;!io i a 1 . Moreovt*!', m  
do d  i c . • t i a r;:« - ' t i  F. K»  i n  no v.ay d i s d a i n s  t h o

j. [ j j .-r i (a--*, s •. o o r  i <if'a>‘ -■ : >n p r f . a - i i t  m;;- a

i ( . ,n >.r--i p > - . - h a " - - -  h o  f o o l  t h e  DiHnJ t o

. i .. ,, f;.r ; h a ' , :  r ■ > re tia. in Llif "uni:outhne5s" oi t h e

I  . !. ;■),_( it,,,.. | i . i ' i -i  i . -h f o i t  a s e J f - r o i i s r i o u ?

....  ■ t'.o u-. t- of lov^l) a form, Pu 11 onh.ari,
invi-k.-s t t !.■<• o f  V i n - i i  .'mi! - l u i m s  t h a t  h i *  c c I o r u p s .

,„;.l ,.r.lorm«. mor.ill <i i sr i p ii r.,>, for til. npn-n.Pmciit 
„ f  > ... . , o h i  .uiJ ? i.!«..•}, coiisi-ious that tl.ts is, a

m



place where the "hedge i.» lowest" for detractors to leap 
over, stands fir'nly by his exemplary doctrine and affirms 
with greater specificity than Puttenham that Virgil in 
the figures of Meliboeus and Tityrus showed respectively 
"tho misery of people under hard lords or ravening 
soldiexs' and "blassrdness ... derived to them that 
lie lowest from the goodness of them that sit highest" 
(ll6:i^f.). Such sententiousness is a stultifying gloss 
on the 'First Eclogue' whose mood of tender and haunting 
melancholy creates an effect which is, if anything, subtly 
masochistic rather than moral. A.S the evicted Meliboeus 
drives away the flock of goats that used to be the pride 
of his farm he leases the more fortunate Tityrus behind 
him. Ti„>rus is helpless in his regret, and in his parting 
gejtuie the final imago of smoke and shadow creates an 
uncanny blending of tranquility and uneaso which has 
nothing i,hat.n.>r to do with ethical imperatives:

rti<" r,irr.en hanc mecum poteras requiescere nocten
fr nr viri.ij: sunt nobis tnitia poma,
ci t rno 1 i<':« or. pressi copia lactis;
pt 1.1 = .... si. , | 1 v i l l a n n  cul mina fumant 
m cadunt alt i s  de montib*is umbrae.
(Yet .v.ii’i'ly v .ji. nu^Mt have rested here as 
my p:ufst for this one nip,lu, with green 
leav.-s lor your bed? We have ripe apples, 
mealy chestnuts ;md a good supply of 
pressed .-heeses. Even now the rooftops of 
the faim? over there wre sending up tiieir 
eveninr ke and the shadows of the 
mount.(in crests are falling further out.)

10

Higl seriousness is clearly inimical to the indulgence of 
a nostalgia which is justified only by its own exquisite 
poignancy.

In fairness to Sidney, the didactic strain in the 
Apolory must be seen partly as the consequence of his 
determination to defend poetry in the face of virulent 
Puritan attacks, and partly as an inevitable reflection 
of the literary climate of the early 15S0's when the

12



Apology was written. The Apology is finally, despite its 
didactic element, so exuberant and confident a work that 
it is easy to forget that it largely anticipated the 
flowering of Elizabethan courtly literature. Sidney was 
writing at a time when he felt few contemporaries other 
than Sp.*n^er to have "poetical sinews in them" (133*31), 
and he was able to hold up as the best examples of Englis?' 
literature since Chaucer only such \eavily moralistic works 
of the previous generation as A Mirror for M a g i s t r a l *  ind 
Gorboduc.

Given the modorn hostility to anything that suggests 
overt moralizing, it might be salutary to fellow the lead 
given by critics such as Yvor Winters and J.V. Cunningham 
anc briefly remark on the moving power of the "moral" or 
plain style winch was so much the staple poetic fare at the 
time when tho Apo 1 nr, v was written. ̂  Cunningham himself 
singles out the following stanza from Tichbourne*s 'Elegy* 
of 1 5 8 6 as characteristic of this style, both in the blunt 
del iberati-no s s of its rhetoric, which at once disdains and 
is incapable of i ngra t ia t I o n , ar.d in its straightforward 
yet sturdy moral directness:

I sought mv death, and found it in my womb,
I looked fo*" life and saw it was a shado,
1 trod the earth ami knew it was my tomb,
And now 1 die, <;nd now I. was but made.
My glass is lull, ui.l now my gla*s is run 
And now I live, <md now my life is done.

12

Monosyllabic severity, repetitive syntax and unvaried 
placing of the caesura within the heavily iambic lines give 
the verse an unremitting thrust. This handling of the style 
allows neither self-pity nor evasion, and the bitterness and 
regret are held fj-mly in chock. Nothing, said Dr Johnson, 
so concentrates a man's mind as the imminent prospect of 
hanging, and Tichbouroe had available to him a style which 
allowed him, in a perhaps unwonted concentration of mind, to

-afer
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achieve on© poem of nemorabla sternness.

But what makes for strength in the style also tends 
to set a limit upon its possibilities. It thrives on 
"complaint" and on the expression of contemptus mundi, but 
it does not roaiily lend itself to celebration or affirma­
tion, or to the subtle analysis ef coirnlex feelings} when 
it aapires to moods where severity is inappropriate the 
effect is frequently of flatness or ineptitude. At its 
best the most striking effects which the styla achieves 
are the product of bold contrasts, Sackville's description 
of the Duke 01 luckint:ham, met in Hell and re-living his 
execution,is remarkable in this respect:

And with fiese words, as if the axe ev*n there
Dismembered his nead and corpse apart,
Dead fell he d wn: and we in woeful fear 
Stood ’ma/ed wn^n he would to life revert:
But ■ ■’ adl y griefs still grew about his heart,

That still he lay, sometime reviv'd with pain, 
And with .'5 sigh becoming dead again.

Midnight w,s come, and every vital thing 
With sweet sound sleep their weary limbs did rest, 
The toasts v.ere still, the little birds that sing, 
Now •= v» e < ■ 1 1 y slept beside their mother's breast,
The old and all well shrouded in their nest:

The waters c a 1 n., vhe/eruel sea^ did cease,
The woods, the fields, and all things held their

peace.
The golden stars were whirl'd amid their race,
And on the earth did with their twinkling light, 
When each thing nestled in his resting place, 
format day's pain with pleasure of the night;
The hui'c had not the greedy hounds in sight,

The fe;i rfti 1 deer of death stood not in doubt,
The part ridg»> diept not of the falcon's foot.

13

After this passage the poem moves on for some twenty 
gruesom. stanzas to describe how Buckingham, Sisyphus-like, 
re-enacts hi? death: he twitches in constant rage at the 
memory of tne wretch who betrayed him, and he ever and 
again revives to curse hi®. The description of midnight



creates a solemn hush which is interposed between the 
fearsomeness of Buckingham's re-enacted death and the horrors 
of his ensuir.g tirade, and the poignancy of this contrast 
lifts the pooB to a new height of imaginative apprehension.
Yet even the contrast provides no relief, for the interposed 
stanzas throb painfully with a sense of tne cruelty of life: 
they offer a fragile vision of the momentary peace which 
would seem the best to hope for of a brutal existence. Not 
achieved calm but an almost desperate yearning for rest and 
extinction i« implied by details such aa "the cruel seas did 
cea s e ".

It is significant that in moods of sombreness later 
Elizabethans tended to fall back upon the plain style, as 
Sidne> himself did in ’Leave me o love*. A poem such as 
Ralei'h's 'The Passionate Man's D i 1 grimage * , which like 
Tichbourne's 'Kle^y' i r- supposed to have been written in the 
Tower while the poet was awaiting execution, illustrates that 
the furthest development of the moral style discovers the 
ability to move the mind with great power. Near the end of the 
poem's reverie, for example, the speaker envisages his 
execution in unforgettable lines:

Seeing my flesh must die so soon,
And want a head to dine next noon,
Ju^t at the stroke when my veins ^tart and spread, 
Set on my soul an everlasting head.

1^

Here the plain style h=»s been enlivened by a wit that in no 
way cheapens the seriousness but. allows it a wider context 
of feeling. The almost grotesque understatement of the first 
two lines holds back the enormity of what is being envisaged, 
but the ant;uisn of "so soon” fights against the attemrt to 
keep some grip on normality and t generates in th* lines a 
ft e l ing of unease that rocks upon the syntactically un­
completed couplet. Consequently, when "start and spread" 
provides its vivid realisation of the brutality of the axe 
blow, long anticipated yet now only convui s ingly known, the 
precision of the perception - as sharp as wit - takes one's



breath away, though it comes also as a relief for what 
was most dreaded has been named. The change from a line 
with four metrical feet to one -with five heralds a 
confident new movement towards the final triumphant 
affirmation and the verse spreads gratefully into the 
surety of the imperative verb, finds even further 
assurance in the balance of "my soul” against the earlier 
"my flesh”, and achieves full poise in the stabilizing 
polysyllables of "an everlasting head".

Such lines, and the Buckingham passage, indicate in 
little that it is hardly possible to over-empti asise the 
strength which much of th<? greatest writ inf* of the English 
Renaissance derived from the sternness of its taoral 
aspirations. At the same time it is noteworthy that the 
moral style, j>ush«->d to its limits, moves well beyond the 
pr ovision of precepts to a cunfrontat ion of the moment of 
death, and it measures th« '.hole effect of sel f-exasn nat ion 
and of active endeavour against the impotence which 
threaten? the cons'- ions will when it apprehends its own 
defeat. This is a noint to ^hich we will return, but for
the morn 
and flirt 
Biorr 1 s 
style a 
c f e a i 
the p 
Apo 1 o

:it the important, point to make is that the sombre 
tened restraint *hich is characteristic of the 
vie i_- not the tone which characterises Sidney’s 
:i . i s i on in the ApoIo-t and in the bt.lk of his 
work. Nor is i *■ the central characteristic of 

od ushered in 1 \ The F1.epheard c p Calender and the 
In , S. Lewis's sup^pstive but less than com­

pletely term-, in the 1 '>>•*() • s find 1590* s "drab" 
gives proce !. :ire » o "golden", and a heightened responsive­
ness to idc.il i'o rrr>, '.'•cjiites dominant in style, in content 
and m  noral tone.'

Next to Asch a m •s comment on the romances one might 
put Sidney's remarks on the Aroadis de Gan l e s

Tru 1 y , I liavp known sum, that even with 
reading AKi?»dis ,1- f.anle ( * h i c h God knoweth 
wanteth much of * perfect poesy) have found 
their hearts moved to the exercise of 
ccurtesy, liberality, and especially couragt . 
(11-4:9).

16
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.•‘or Sidney, active virtue fo.'i^ets prugraatic propriety and 
it lives in terras of its appeal to the generous expansive­
ness of a & n *a responses to what is brave and free in ’’the 
for® of goodness”.

For Sidney, as for all the l^ter sixteenth-century 
humanist defenders of poetry who gratefully reflected the 
opinion of Horace, the epic was the nighest literary' fore? 
and the most obvious way it; which Sidney thinks of the 
moral marvellous as manifesting itself is in coercive iaages 
of heroic virtue. He says of the epic, or "heroic all", that 
its very name "should daunt all backbiters" (119*12), and 
ho asserts that it is the glory of the poets to have 
revealt .. wisdom and temperance in Ulysses and Diomedes, 
valour in Achilles, and friendship in Nisus and Euryalus, 
all "in thoir own natural seats laid to the view" ( i 0 8 t l 6 K  
In almost identical term? Spenser declares in his lentous 
letter to R a l e g h  th.it his raai-i concern in The Faerie Queene 
is "the pro f i of the ensample", and he cites thr long 1 »e 
of "antique Poets hi r-1 o r ic al 1 M who have inspired hiss

First Hen,ere, who in the persons of Agamemnon 
and Vlysses hath ensampled a -rood g o u e m o u r  
and a ve'ttious man ... then Virgil whoso like 
intention vas to aoe in the person of Aeneas: 
after him Ariosto ... and lately Tasso ...

(P o U i c a l  Vcrks, p.^U")

Tasso himself, in elaborating the tht-oiy of the epic poem
lo . . .

in the fix books of his Inscorsi del Poeroo Eioica, filLs 
out the picture by in; istinc that the special aim of epi^ 
is to in* pi re mai avif.l i* or admiration, that heart-ravishing 
elfcct -iiich Sidney had claimed as the p-erogati-'e of the 
poet * s "speaking picture”.

From air^itious vorks written in the shadow of this 
.pic tradition to the flood of m  find rt-printed medieval 
romances v h i h  were c nuroed out cheaply as chapbooks for 
popular coiuu.pt ion , 17 Elizabethan literature is full of
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For Sidney, active virtue forgets pragmatic propriety and 
it lives in terms of its appeal to the generous expansive­
ness of fflen*si r e s p o n d s  to what is brave and free in "the 
form of goodness".

For Sidney, as for aJ 1 the later sixteenth-century 
humanist defenders of poetry who gratefully reflected the 
opinion of Horace, the epi^ was the higho?*. ’ i-. erary form; 
and the most obvious way in which Sidney tn.inks of the 
moral marvellous as manifesting itseif is xn coercive images 
of heroic virtue. He says of the epic, or "heroical1 " f that 
its very name "should daunt all backbiters" (119:12), *uid 
he asserts that i is the glory of the poets to have 
revealed ’ sdom mid temperance in Ulysses and Diomedes, 
valour in Achilles, f»;»d friendship in Nisus and Euryalus, 
all "in taoir own natural seats laid to the view" (l08sl6). 
In almost identical terr.s Spenser declares in his famous 
letter to Ral< igh that his main concern in The Faerie Queene 
is "the profit of the ensample", and he cites the long line 
ol "antique Poets historical!" wno have inspired him:

First Homere, who in the persons of Agamemnon 
and hati. ensamplei a gc.ed g o u e m o u r
and a vertuous man ... then Vi: ̂ 11 whose like
ii.'-ntion was to doe in the person of Aeneast 
after him Ariosto ... and lately Tasso ...

(Poetical Works, p.^07)

Tasso himself, in elaborating che theory of t.he epic poem 
in the six books of his i.iscoisi del Poeme Eroica, fills 
out t h e  picture by insisting that the special aim of epic 
is to inspire mnravipli a or admiration, thui heart-ravishing 
effect which Si iney had claimed as the prerogative of the 
poet * r "speaking picture”.

From am. itious works written in the shadow of this 
epic tradition to the flood of new and reprinted medieval 
romances which were churned out cheaply as chapbooks for 
popular consumption,1 ' Elizabethan literature ia full of
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representations of "the eternal brood of glory excellent". 
Each exemplary hero could be offered, as Douglas Bush 
reminds us. in the full confidence that he reflected "the 
magnified projection of a socially accepted ideal” . This is 
a very important point, but it was more than the secure 
sense of shared and reinforced moral assumptions that made 
exemplary' heroes, from the knights of Faerie to Pamela at 
her embroidery', compelling to the imagination. There was in 
the Elizabethan conception cf virtue itself an expansive and 
Bif gnaniaous quality that helped to make the exemplary hero 
a figure inspiring adtnir ition and the desire to emulate.

Sidney says of the epic that it "mak^ch magnanimity and 
justice shine throughout all misty fearfulness and foggy 
desires" (119:1S). Likewise, when Spenser, in the 'Dedicatory 
Sonret to t h ? Earl of Cumberland', describes the effect that 
he intends The Faerie Qnoene to have on its readers he 
announces it as his wish that the

... braup ensample of long passed daies,
In which trow honor yee may fashioned see,
To like !o«ire of honor may ye raise 
Ami fill your mind with magnanimitee.

(Poetical Works, p.Ull)

Each stresses that idea of magnanimity which is derived from 
Aristotle's praise of “ h i *’h-mi ndedne ss " . In essence the idea 
points to a quality of out goingn^ * 8 and fortitude; it is the 
opposite of a<- c idle or of that wanhope which skulk? in on 
itself. Sir Thomas. Elyot brings out its essential quality 
in a discussion in th.e fourteenth chapter of the Thiid Book 
of The Governor;

L_

m i m i t y  or good courage is, 
garment of virtue, wherewith she 
I miRht s ay) tj the u t « rrao s t . 
thereby virtue is amended, or 

ecus, which of herself is perfect, 
a lady of excellent beauty,

, be always fair, yet a rich and
fresh garment declareth her estate, and causeth 
her the more to be looked on, and thereby her 
natural beauty to be the better perceived.

It seemcth that 
as it were, the 
is set out (a 
I mean not tha 
made more beau 
but 1 ikew i se a 
though tiiat

L J



representations of "the eternal brood of glory excellent".
Each exemplary hero could be offered, as Douglas Bush 
remind*, us, in the full confidence that he reflected "the 
magnified projection of a socially accepted i d e a l " , T h i s  is 
a very important point, but it was more than the secure 
sense of shared and reinforced moral assumptions that made 
exemplary heroes, from the knights of Faerie to Pamela at 
her embroidery, compelling to the imagination. There was in 
the Elizabethan conception of virtue itself an expansive and 
magnanimous quality that helped to mako the exemplary hero 
a figure inspiring admiration and the desire to emulate.

Sidney savs of the epic that it "maketh magnanimity and 
justice shine throughout all misty fearfulness and f^ggy 
desires" (llf):lS). likewise, when Spenser, in the ’Dedicatory 
Sonnet to the Earl of Cumberland', describes the effect that 
he intends The Faerie Qnnene to have on its readers he 
announces it as his wish ttiat t e

... braue en?axnple of lo"g passed daies,
In which crew honor yee may fashioned sec,
To like <! f ■ :* i rr of honor ay ye raise 
And fill your mind with magnanimitee.

(P o e t ical Works, p.4ll)

Each stresses that i<Ien of magnaninK Y which is derived from 
A r i s totle’s praise of ’ h i gh-ir.i ndednc ■ s " . In essence the idea 
points to a quality of uutgoingness and fortitude; it is the 
opposite of arc I lie or of that wanhope which skulks in on
itself. Sir Thuinas Elyot. brings out its essential quality 
in a discussion in the fourteenth chapter of the Third Book
o f The Gov e r!U' r ;

It seeraeth that magnanimity or good courage is, 
as it were, the garment of virtue, wherewith she 
is set out ( n s I rti i gh t say) to tne uttermost.
I mean not that thereby virtue is amended, or 
made more beauteous, which of herself is perfect, 
but likewise as a 1ady of excellent beauty, 
though that she be always fair, yet z. rich and 
fresh garment dec 1 areth her estate, and causeth 
her the more to be looked on, and thereby her 
natural beauty to be the better perceived.

1.8

L M- iff?'' 
S.



r

r
Semblably doth magnanimity, Joined with any 
virtue, set it wonderfully forth to be 
beholden, and (as I might say) marvelled at.

y A  19

This is prosily put; by the later Elizabethars it was 
enthusiastically conceived that just as epic raises life 
to a more expansive splendour and magnitude, so magnanim­
ity completes virtue, "st-t(ting) it wonderfully forth 
to be ’■''sholden", and giving it the compelling authority 
of a large and decisive gesture.

The conception of ffiagnaniraity points one beyond epic 
works such as The Faerie Queone and the Arcadia. For the 
writers of the English Renaissance virtue is scarcely 
conceivable except as set off by magnanimity, and 
Shakespeare, no loss than Milton, disdains a shy and 
cloistered virtue. As the Duke puts it in Measure for 
H easurp:

... if our virtues
Did not po forth, of us, ‘twere all alike 
As if wo had them not. ^

It is significant tnat even Prospero's renunciation is 
proj e c t od in terms of the positive decision to break his 
staff and drown h:s book "deeper than did ever plummet 
sound" ( V . i. . 5o) - actions characterised by hyperbole and 
ritual display. And ever, Cordelia’s denial in the face of 
t a r ’s demand thaH. she reckon her love is given the 
quality of splendid gesture; her rhetoric of silence 
comes as the expected and necessary climax of the opening 
scene, and it sweeps nsid? falsity and calculation with 
a fine authority.

The out roan;’ quality of the goodness that the great 
Elizabethan writers desire art to celebrate gives a 
particular a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  to Sidney's defence of art as 
a heart-ravi^hin^ inspiration. It is because the magnan­
imous example is "braue" and full of vitality that it is 
especially likely to fill the mind with admiration, and

L



to energize the will. And many a will was indeed energized. 
When Sic-ney refused the famous cup of water at Zutphen, 
or when he took off his thigh-pieces at the fateful battle 
so that he should not have the advantage over an older man, 
he was acting like the hero of one of his own romances; 
and when Charles I did nothing lowly or mean upon the 
scaffold it was at least in part because he had in mind the 
noble words of Pamela's priyer from the Arcadia, and perhaps 
also the speech of Pyrocles condemned to death:

Vee havo lived and have lived to bee good 
to ourselves, and others, our sow.es which 
are putt into *he sturring earthe of our 
bodyes have atcheved the causes of theyre 
hetlier coming, they have kr.owne and honoured 
with knowledge the cause of theyre Creations 
And for many men (for in this tyiae place and 
Fortune yt ys laufull for us to speake 
gloriusly) yt hathe been behovefuli that wee 
shoulde live.

The virtue which Sidney celebrates was magnanimous not 
only in iti- heroic energy but also in the grace and 
generosity of its ideals. Consider, for example, Sidney's 
description, near the start of the revis ed Arc ad ia, o f
Kalen.iar* s housi>:

The house it selfe was built of faire and strong 
stone, not affecting so much any extraordinarie 
kinde of finenes, as an honorable representing 
of a firme s t a t o I incs, The lightes, doores and 
stairos, rather dirccied to the use of the guest, 
then to the ey<> o t the Artificer: and yet as 
the one cheefly h./oJed, so the other not neglected; 
each place han-’ Porne Without curiositie, and 
homely wit-hout lothsomnes: not so daintie as not 
to be troiie on, nor yet siubberti up with good 
felowshippe: all more lasting then beautiful!, 
but that the consideration of the exceeding 
lastingnesse made the eye beleeve it was ex­
ceeding beautiful!. The servants not so many 
in number, as cleanlie in apparell, and service­
able in behaviour, testifying even in their 
co u n t e n a u n c e s  that their maiater tooke as well 
care to be served, as o 1 them that did serve.

( 1 . 15 )

20



The passage clearly sets out to instruct the reader by 
affirming a generously conceived moral norm. Yet despite 
the highly mannered formality so characteristic of the 
revised Arcadia Sidney achieves an effect of plain sensible- 
ues9 that is anything hut s t e m  and didactic. Persuasiveness 
is no more affected in the language of the passage than in 
the house, and what would seem to be a colloquial phrase, 
"slubbered up", is used wit I: complete naturalness to 
convey its quiet contempt. Far from creating a sense of 
discontinuityf as xs so often the case in euphuistic prose, 
the antithetical clauses build up with a wonderful firmness 
and clarity, and they act as the vehicle of a series of 
fine discriminations. For the reader, the effect is of 
sharing in a set of lucid judgments which do not seem in 
any way stiff or extern."') because they are continuously 
grounded in concrete observations and have the warmth and 
authority that gop.s with intimate perceptions. Sidney knows, 
one feels, for it i? the implication of the comments, that 
servants are prone to skulking malice or concealed ’-es«*ntment 
of their office, particularly when they feel themselves to 
be either hired or harried and when they have nothing to do 
but parade like peacocks in their livery. By creating the 
sense o** a personality behind the lines such unspoken aware­
nesses enliven the qualifications and distinctions, and 
give force to the maxims. Similarly, the perception thet 
"good fellowshippe" can be as oppressive as fastidiousness 
gives Pertinency to the idea of the rational mean which is 
central to the passage. This idea is enshrined in the notion 
of ceremonv, and the reader- is made to feel on the pulse 
that ceremony lias value, not in itself, but as an ordering 
and refining ritual. By ensuring respect in those that serve 
and humanity in those that are served il constitutes a 
1 i he rat i ng discipline. Sidney says elsewhere of the relation~ 
ship between Pyrocles and Philoclea that,

the respect borne bredde due ceremonies; but 
the affection shined so through them, that 
the c e r e m o m e  seernes not ceremonious { ^ 9 5 )
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and the passage in hand wall illustrates the way in which 
ceremony is both the natural consequence and the safeguard 
of right feeling. As Yeats was to put it, only out cf 
"custom and ceremony” in hur.ian relationships are "innocence 
and beauty * b o m , " ^

It should be clear that Sidney's description of 
Kalendar's house implies an ideal of political as well as 
of social order. Like Plato and Aristotle, Sidney believed 
that the function of the good ruler was to create those 
conditions in which the good life and individual happiness 
became possible. The qualities of firm but unostentatious 
gocd sonso which make for order and prosperity in the running 
of a Great House are equally those that make for order 
in the governing of a state; and it is no surprise to find 
the last sentence of Sidney’s description echoed in a 
comment on the exemplary rules, Euarchus:

/]\£7 vortuousl 1 0 and wisely acknowledging, 
that he v,ith hi* people made all but one 
politike bodie, whereof himself© was the 
head; even so cared lor them as he woulde 
for his ovno limme'*.

Euarchi's, no less than AmphiaLis of whom the common t that 
follows is made, has learned the lesson that,

in the Arte of m- n /*tandi_7 the quintessence, 
and r««lim: -kill of all prosperous government, 
either j-.-ac cab L <•, or milicar}.

(I. 373)

To sp;-*ak condescendingly of didacticism in relation to 
the emblematic presentation of these ideals in the 
description of Kale'idar’s house is to be less than civil. 
Sidney provide, anything but pasteurised precepts, and 
Rosemond Tuv»'s claim that for the Elizabethans the poet’s 
"teaching" was a matter of "showing a hitherto unperceived 
rationally apprehensible order”-1 would seem to apply 
with justice to S i dney’s best practice. It applies too to 
S i dney’s argument in the Apology that learning is 
accomplished through an "enobling of judgment, and en­
larging of conceit" (10*4:3). These last phrasesL



precisely describe the means by whi<~h, in the passage 
we have just considered, he produces a sense of itr.agina— 
ive insight and enlargement and leads the reader to 

a  "judicial comprehending" (107s28) of an ideal which 
has been realized in human terms.

The ideal which Sidney presents was by no means n©w 
to English literature. A passage from Ascham* s Toxopflilus. 
written almost forty years before the Arcadia, shows the 
extent to which Sidney's views were based upon common­
places of optimistic humanist thought, Ascham had said:

In buyldynge a house, in makynge a shyppe,
every parte the more hansomely they be
joyned for prol'yt and laste, the more
cumlyo they bo fashioned to every mans
syght and eye. Nature it selfe taught men
to joyne alwayes we Ifavourednosse with
profytablenesso. As in man, that joynt
or pece which is by anye cliaunce deprived
of hys cumlynesse the same is also debarred
of hys use and profytablenesse. (English Works,

But what is new in Sidney is the confidence with which 
such vievvs are expressed and the imaginative reach 
whcrob) they are made the basis for a total and affirma­
tive vision of society and of human relationships. Clearly 
there i ‘ i o re.'scn at all wh> rorai earnestness should 
be associated with either primness or narrow sobriety. 
These puritans who agitated for the closing of the 
theatres i * •'resen t e«J a prudent morality which thrived on 
restraints d denials, but Sidney1* celebration of the 
moving quality of tf > moral marvellous was activated by a 
more magnanimous spirit. It sanctioned a morality of 
perfected feeling rather than a morality of the will.

For both Sidney and Ascham morality was "comely"
(so much more appropriately English a word than
"beautiful"); and behind the attempt to see "virtue it

2 3
selfe /J'ij nothynge eles but cumlynesse* lay not on .y
Aristotle, Cicero and the civic humanist stress on 
education and effort but also the Platonic and Christian

P.99)
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affirmation that the Creation itself w*s eloquent of the 
rational and comely order of Being. Coding together, these 
two sets of beliefs fed a dream that grace and effort 
could be one. Sidney knew intimately Castiglione's famous 
mediation of this idea in The Courtier, and especially in 
the Fourth Book where Dembo establishes love as the rotive 
and principle of all things, and where he urge** his 
listeners to ponder the order of God's h£.iuiv< ex. and to 
wonder at its beauty:

Behoulde the state of this great Inginn of 
the world, which God created for the helth
and / >• ' se r v t  1 on of every thing that was 
made, 'i . h. avon rounde besett with so many 
hea.'enl/ lightes: and in the middle, the 
Earth n\ 1 r>. iu."l wyth the tlementes, and 
uphelde wyth rhe \erye wai^ht of it selfe: 
tlie sonn, that ropassinge about giveth lighc 
to tno wholl, and in winter season draweth 
to the loi'franHt ?i^no, afterviu-i t>y litlo 
and IiIlp climi'th iij-am to the other part; 
the Monne, that of him taketh her light, 
acroi-linpe she draweth nigh, or goith
fart hi-',- fieri him: and the other five sterres, 
that diver." !y keepe the very same course.
The e tliin^r. einon-'’ them selves have such 
foie.- by the knitting together ot an order so 
ncrosfaijIvp framed, that with altering them 
any on*' jolt, they should be all lew3ed, and 
the world w.'iiid de.-aye. They have also such 
beaw;ie and c o m e l m e  ?e, that all the wittes 
men have, can not imagin a c - e beawtifull 
matter. Thinke nowe of the shape of man, whi'h 
may be called a litle world: in whom every 
pei-cell ot his hudy is seene to be necessarily 
fra.jed i->• art and not by happ, and then the 
fouj-irie all tu;;ct:i(M- mo*t beawtifull, *o that 
it were a h r d e  matter to jud.-̂ e, whether the 
members, as the eyes, the nose, the mouth, 
the eare^j the armes, t lie b r  •> t and in like 
iratior the other parte.*: give e\ethr»r mor® 
profit to the countenance and the rest r> t the 
body, or comi’l inosso ... Beeside other thinges 
therefore, it rivtuh a great praise to the 
world, in saiymtfe, the beawtifull heaven, 
beawtifull paith, beawtifull sea, beawtifull 
Cities, beawtifull Churches, houses armies. In 

conclusion this coroelye and holye beawtie is 
a wonderous settinge out of everie thinge.

(Cast iglione, p.30l)
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With its element.*, mixed in different proportions,
this affirmation of the comely and rational orri* r of
things inspired writers as different in ettphasis as
Hooker and Castiglione, and it muat be recognised as the
biost powerful and sustaining myth of Renaissance humanism.
It was with passages such as Be®bo1s oration in aind that
Walter Pater tried to define the Renaissance itself as
"a many-sided yet united movement, in which the love oi‘ the
thing? of the intellect and the imagination for their own
sake, the desire for a more liberal and comely way of

2k .
conceiving life, made themselves felt." For all its
oversimplification, and for all its attempt to provide an 
end-stopped aesthetic interpretation of Renaissance 
aspirations, such a tomm< nt does provide a useful reminder 
that the compelling presentation of a civilized ideal in 
Renaissance literature can not be thought of in narrowly 
c once in ed ethical terras, Wherever one looks during the 
period one finds not only artistic but social, educational 
and moral ldp.iis irabu-d with thf principles of grace and 
harmony which Christianity, Neoplatonism and the renewed 
understanding at the rlc««ical spirit had all in their 
various w ny‘ helped to sanction. H u i z i n p  has rightly 
pointed out that ihe aspiration to realize a dream of 
beauty an the forms of social life is much older than the 
Italian quattrocento,2  ̂ but *t had never before been 
sustained by so complex a range of sanctions. Castiglione, 
:n his description of what Yeats called,

That grammar school of courtesies 
Where wit and beauty learned tneir trade 
Upon I'rbino*!* windy hill

26

did not avoid elements of triviality; and at times a note 
close to «;ih ism intrudes into his presentation. But he 
spoke to deeply hum?n impulses in attempting to raise grace 
and spro/?rttura to the highest level of value, and in 
attempt i rig to five So life itself s onte t M  - ; of the costli­
ness and order - f a work of art. It is by no * a n «  a 
contempt ible aspiration that in the rootedness of achieved 
civility life raig-ht confront us with,

L



No business but dispensir ound 
Her magnanimity of sound.

2?

As Yeats rightly di/ined, the dream of comely order 
can hardly be separated from the dream of plenitude.
Sidney himself precedes his description of Kalenaer's 
house by an account of the fertility and good husbandry 
that characterize Arcadia, and Bon Jonson affirms in his 
praise of Penshurst that Sidney, and his brother Robert 
after him, in realizing the ceremonious ideal in their own 
house and its dependent community, ensured the fecundity 
of the communal life:

The blushing apricot, and woolly peach
Hang on thy walls, v!iat every child may reach.
And though tll> walls bo of the countrey stone,
They 'are rear'd with no mans ruine, no mans grone, 
There'® none, that dwell about them,wish them downs 
But all como in, the farmer, and the clowne:
And no-one empty-handed, to salute
Thy lord, and lady, though they have no sute.
Some bring a capon, some a rurall cake,
Some nuts, some apples; some that thinke they make 
The better eiuese«s, bring 'hem; or else send 
By their ripe daughter.', whom they would coarnend 
This way to husbands; aid whose baskets beare 
An embleme of themselves, in plum, or peare ...

28

Here affection is so cl.arly seen to "shine through" respect 
that the very simplest actions and motives are raised to 
the dignity of « ritual celebration; a celebration of the 
fruitfulness of life itself, no less than of the coira.-unai 
order which allows it to thrive. The ideal of an organic 
community in Elizabethan times was not the invention of • *e 
Scrutiny critics, but a contemporary ideal, and one 
c vceived with great imaginative vigour. It was also a long- 
lasting ideal. Keeping even to the narrow focus of the 
passages we have considered it is easy to see that the values 
expressed in the description of Kalendar's house and of 
Penshurst were to inspire a long tradition of "country house 
poems" continuing at least to Pope's treatment of



rimon an : hi;- in the ‘Epistle to Burlington*. where
gro?s f • j r - 1 ; x i measured against the plenteous
vj :■ .or; -• * '’’Hushing Cures" reassuoting the land and of

29nature eiuiting again in its true comeliness.

Ultimately, as the stress on ceremony and respect
suggests, the ideal of gracious fecundity was related to
the belief ir. what Lovejoy describes as "the necessary
plenitude and continuity of the chain of b e i n g s * . V i t h
one part of themselves the Elizabethans felt that the
order of nature vas fallen and inalienably separate fi*OB
the order of grace; with another part of their being they
rejoiced in the id?a of nature as a ceremoniaJ stival in

31which all created things were "illustrious with being*.'
Some felt likv* Sidney that plenitude was to be experienced 
most a<-' telj. in a nature transformed and made golden oy 
art, others, like Shakespeare, seemed more immediately 
responsive to tho variety and vitality of things, but few 
were untouched by the feeling for plenitude.

The quality of magnanimity was related to the dream 
of conii'J ini-js by the principle of d e c o n n ,  and to the dream 
of plenitude by the element of lavish generosity inherent 
in magnanimity itself. But ap?»inv ir ft fallen world, 
ambivalent feelings attended upon th< vitality of the 
magnax'.imous man. The very confidence that characterises the 
magnanimous spirit may be unfounded or vulnerable, as the 
prime case of Othello illustrates; and it is in the ironic 
context of Pyrocles* helplessness at a moment when he is 
deprived of his sword and surprised in an act of dishonour 
that Sidney comm.-nts in tho Old A r n d i a  that "Confidence in 
ones »elf yt, the Cheef Nurse of true Magnanimi ty"(IV. 270) . 
Moreover, tho element of recklessness in magnanimity that 
raatccs it generous makes it also prone to the excesses of the 
energies that it should nusband. At the centre of the vision 
of socicty in Shakespeare's main cycle of history plays 
lies the image of the garden that has been allowed to become 
rank, and in the triumphant climatic scene of Henry V_

27
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Burgundy still keeps before us the horror of a plenty 
^corrupting In its own fertility":

The even mead, that erst brought sweetly forth 
The freckled cowslip, burnpt, and green clover, 
Wanting the scythe, all uncorrected, rank,
Conceives by idlrness, and r'■‘thing teems
But hateful docks, rough thistles, kecksies, burrs,
Losing both beauty and utility.

(V.i i .U 8 )

Order and propel1 plenitude depend upon each other; and if 
either is abused "the rose and bloom of the fair state" 
can find himself almost suffocated in the "unweeded garden" 
of a Denmark possessed by "things rank and grass in nature 
m e rely”. Always, hs John Poale Bishop puts it in appropri­
ately symbolic terms, and with a memory of Shakespeare's 
reference in his twenty-third sonnet to "the perfect 

:> f love's r i t e " ,ceremony

"the ceremony must be found 
That will wed Desdemona to the huge Moor • 3 2

But, inr(«ra;i<ii a? magnanimity points to the possibility of a 
generosity of spirit, or even to the largeness of vitality 
without which su>-h generosity is not possible, it operates 
in Shakespeare almost a- a value in itself.

has a terrifying vision of the power of 
significant that, when lie wants to portray 
principle of evil at work he deprives 
as Retail and Goneril or Iago of ail vital 
is rorgeous in her a f i r e ,  but she and her

the withering calculation of beings who have 
anched themselves from their "material sap" 
nd 1 a go j by the very default of any convincing 
P s, seem'* finally to embody only the ruthless 
ogntion itself. A .illain li'a Edmund who does 
(.nijag 1 ng vitality ends by submitting to the 

isitirig of a better nature than the amoral 
named as his goddess. Similarly the power

Shakespean 
evil, but :
the most. ■<<

impuls 
sister 
appe tit
w-i ! fully dis1

(iV.ii.35). 
posit ivp des 
princi pie of 
have an a 1mo 
compunetuous 
energy which
which Lady Macbeth momentarily 
sion of her nature collapses

achieves by a willed perver- 
n insanity, and Macbeth's

L -J
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equivocal assertiveness is related all along to the deep
► intuition that he is cutting himself off from the truly

vital powers of life and renewal.

The desir< to believe that theij is something poten­
tially magnar^.ous in the vitality of life itself asserts it­
self as strongly in Shakespeare <=. s his fear oi* uutability 
and apj-3tite, and it is not mutod by his awareness of the 
inevitable defeat of individual vitality. Indeed the two 
impulses of fear ard desire can bo seen as complementary far 
in Wallace Stevens’s words, "Death is the mother of beauty", 
Givpn t i mi*, I would have liked to argUv* at length '-hat 
images of vitality can be taken as the most, t >'i; > tworthy 
pointers to Shakespeare’s intentions in those places where 
interpretation has most diverged or foundered. The critic 
of Shakespeare's history plays can not disregard Vernon'? 
description of the young Prince Hal mounting for battle in 
'ill h i 5- panoply and "gorgeous as the sun at midsummer" . (IV. 
Li.102). Th«- critic of Measure for Measure must notev when 
Lucio says of Claudio and Julietta,

iour us-other and his lover have embraced;
As those that feed grow full, as blossoming time 
That f r o m  t h e  soedness the bare fallow brings 
To tee mi nr fojson, even so her plenteous womb 
Expresseth his full tilth and husbandry ...

(l.iv.^0)

that though the image of feeding implies a judgment on the 
lovers the images of natural foison itnpl> a more serious 
judgment on the repressive morality of Isabella and Angelo, 
and even on th« Duke of dark corners who never manages to 
convince us that he has been touched by "the dribbling dart" 
(l.iii.2) of love. Similarly, the stress on "breed" vhich 
some commentators find puzzling in the first set of sonnets 
addressed to the young man reveals its significance when 
seen as helping to e-tab :sh an ideal of generosity and 
outgoing vitality, in the light of which both his selfishnes 
and the poet's lustful relationship with the dark lady are



ultimately to be judged. The instinct which moves* one 
expansively to "praise the deep vermilion in the rose" and 
to "wonder at the lily*s white" forbids one to be 
"contracted” to o n t 's own bright eyes; and "lends additional
horror to the barren act of squandering the genial spirit "in

Ika waste of shame".

A rolated sense of love as an outgoing and regenerative 
vitality which, in Dorovne's words,

Lives not alone immured in the brain:
But, with the motion of all elements,
Courses as swift as thought in every power,
And gives to every power a double power ...

(iV.iii.^26)

lustai all Shakespeare’s comedies and romances for* as we 
would expert,tlu> dream of plenitude finds its surest human 
ground in the experience of love. Geoffrey Bush has a fine 
summing up uf the impression that the comedies create:

To bi? curse! vos, in the vision of comedy, 
is to realise a perfect .idea of ourselves, 
and return t ■> our original natural goodness.
The Forest of Arden, in As you Like I t , is 
like the golden world; it is a natural 
persuasion that leads us first to be ourselves 
and then, in the happy notion of comedy, to 
one ann*her.

35

With an impulsive extravagance that is entirely' unsentimental, 
for mockery- of any affected or inflated claims is one of 
the main sources of their energy, the comedies bring Jack to 
Jill and almost the whole company to the marriage dance.
And in the romances love \s still the great persuader, 
prompting Florizel, for example, to the astonishing and strange 
excitement of disco', orinc that perfection can"... move still, 
still so . . ( IV. i i i . l’*2) , in the ordered grace which 
endows all Perdita’s "present deeds" with the single and 
.abiding harmony of song.
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In Donne too, despite the pervasive Ovidian influence 

which encourages him to think of love as a game pl?yed out 
against a witty and corrupt urban background, and despite 
the anxieties of his temperament, the best lyrics struggle 
to achieve or to sustain a resting place in which lovers 
need not watch one another "out of fear” and where love 
may be known as a joyful and generous celebration. In some 
ways Donne is least like himself and most like a memory 
of Shakespeare when he expresses the hope that in his 
loving, "No winter shall abate the spring's increase" 
('Love's Growth'), But at his most Donne-like too he 
strangles to think of love as "a growing”. In whnt is 
perhips the greatest noment of his poetry, when he is aione 
in the desolation of St Lucies' midnight, he thinks 
suddenly of the sun as having gone to fetch new lust, and 
in enjoining other lovers to enjoy their "Summer all" he 
heralds his own rennwuL.

Ultimately, of course, as wc are reminded by the 
provenance of Berowne's eulogy on the educative power of 
love, and b> r.he symbolic significance of St Lucies' night 
as the turning point of the year, the sense of a redeeming 
force in vital impulses was more than instinctive. The 
Elizabethan writers inherited it from a literary tradition 
incalculably suffused with a feeling for the soul’s delight 
in the plenitude of creation and a belief in the creative 
power of love, a tradition inspirited by both Platouis® 
and i r r a m a t  ional Christianity. But the roots of this 
feeling are no raoie to be finally unravelled in the Eliza­
bethans than in Chaucer who felt so strongly the power of 
renewal in life tint "pricks" men's hearts and sends them 
on pilgrimages, and that brings forth out of the old fields 
"all this newe corn from yer to yer .

Among the Elizabethans Spenser made the most sustained 
effort to provide an explicit, doctrinal context for such 
intuitions. In proposing to himself the task of fashioning 
"a gentleaan or noble person in vertuous and gentle

L •M-jl
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,A discipline" he chose to build his epic around the portrait 
of Arthur, who was to embody that central moral quality 
of "magnificence" which Spenser describes as “the 
perfection of all the rest". Magnificence had been defined 
by Cicero, in a passage that was a Renaissance locus 
classic u s , as "the contemplation and execution of great 
and subliiro projects with a certain grandeur and magnifi-

37cence of imagination”. Again, magnificence and 
magnanimity, as related "parts” of fortitude in the anatomy 
of virtues which the Renaissance inherited from the 
Middle Ages, shared the idea of something splendidly set 
out. But Rosemond Tuve has shown that Arthur's magnificence 
goes beyond such secular conceptions. Spenser imagines 
magnificence in Christian terms: for him it is the quality 
which perfects all the other virtues by bringing them to 
a state of comp1eten*ss through the workings of Grace. 
Magnanimity, v.hen completed by magnificence in this sense, 
is purged of any element of pride or reckless self-regard, 
and made to shine forth in lasting perseverance with all 
the splendour of uhat Tuve calls a "lavish spiritual

• „ 3«gone rosi tv .

This full spiritual dimension of magnificence can 
perhaps be best illustrated in relation to the larger 
allegorical set—pieces of The Faerie Qupono, passages such 
as the description of the Garden of Adonis or of Nature's 
court of Aria,which C. S. Lewis has described as offering 
"images of life” and mediating directly Spenser's deepest 
intuitions of va l u e . 59 Consider, for example, merely or.t 
detail of one of the set-pieces, the pastoral setting of 
Mount Acid ile whore Calidore has his vision of the Graces. 
More, in the most bountiful of natural settings, the Graces 
dance at the centre of a merry throng of naked maidens, 
turning in a ring just as Botticelli depicts them doing in 
his P rimavera. A single stanza will serve to recall the 
quality of the description;

L J
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It was an hill plaste in an open plains.
That round about was bordered with * wood 
Of match!eoSf Light, that seem’d th'earth to

disdaine,
I ts which all trees of honour stately stood,
And did all winter as in sominor bud,
Spredding pauilions for thu* birds to howre,
Which in their lower braunchvs ‘-ting aloud;
And in their tops thp soring hauke did towre, 
Sitting like King of fowles in maiesty and powre.

(VI.X.A)

Here, as in the locus amoenus of tradition or in the 
Earthly Paradise, there is no winter and the richly 
spr* ading trees are in perpetual bud. Dut what makes this 
"pleasa'jn<~<>" different is the effect of splendid order.
In the Bower of Bliss,

The watojs fall with difference discreet,
Now soi't, n u  loud, unto the wind did calls 
The gentle h..u'h] ing wind low answered to ail.

(Il.xii.7l)

In such lines tho ”iif i> ronecs discreet" of a variety of 
gratuitously present sounds address tnemsel ves to the senses, 
with a lull i t : ‘; un<i care.ssing quality that seduces the 
.uind to rr-si and east. Mount Acidalo by contrast stands 
foursquare, "plaste in an open plaine’’; and evon

the birds observe rvt "differences discreet" but a strict 
degree. The details, unexceptional in themselves, achieve 
a regal firmness in the swelling rhythm of the stanza* and 
a sense not only of plenitude, but of order, is vividly 
and immediately evoked.

in context, however, the passage has a multiple 
significance. In its ultimate extension, the plenitude 
and order of the description relates to G o d ’s own "lavish 
spiritual generosity" evinced in his gift of Grace, which 
sustains all life and makes possible the flowering of 
goodness in men. The pleasaunee, a garden specially culled 
by nature and imaging the unfallen world, directly shadows
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I,

both th© bounty and the noble order of God's graciousness. 
But in relation to the idea of rourttsy, which is the theme 
of the book, the pleasaunce ia a "sacred r.oursery of 
vertue". In its union of plenitude and crder it provides 
a "faire patterns" of the conditions "deepe within the

UOm y n d " which nourish courtesy. The plenitude of the 
description points to those generous and gracious impulses, 
the most important among them being the prompting of love, 
which ar<= the source of all truly courteous action in m a n . 
Correspondingly, tre order on Mount Acidaie reflects the 
necessity of those* civilized form* which protect the heart 
from shafflp ami from rude ways; and which make it possible 
for the fecund impulses to spring, by teaching men "to 
beare thpmsolvr right/ To all of each degree, as doth 
behove". Sidney, Jonson, Shakespeare, the Elizabethans all 
would clearly have endorsed such teaching. It is the 
Graces who teach men "Civility", and significantly when 
they appear they are seen moving in a continuous circle 
away from and lark towards the viewer, a detail which ij 
used to 5u ::Bo«t the reciprocal quality or Grace: all 
courteous impul ;-<•»« emanate from God and prompt men's hearts 
to move towards him and to mirror his own perpetual 
generosity and harmony 
their virtuous actions

The plenitude ana order of the description has, 
h o w v . r ,  a further s i iyni f ic m c e , for though the Graces ire 
set by Calidore, the Knif’ht of Courtesy, they are dancing 
for the shepherd Colin Clout, and it is his pipinfi that 
leads the dance. It is through the poet-shepherd and his 
love that the pleasaunce is momentarily transformed into 
an insane of "the sacrtd noursery of vertue". By this 
detail Spenser sugfie-*:» 'hat it is only the poet who can 
deliver the rich and crueled pattern of a "golden world . 
This pattern is revealed to him when his imagination is 
stirred by a vision of life as 1* might be in all its un- 
fa'leri richness and order and innocence. Here, in the sense

in the persevering magnificence of

3*»
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t./at poetry is regenerative, is the ultimate significance 
of Sidney** claim that the "erected wit" of the poet can 
sake men know and jstrrve towards perfection.

The phrase "images of life” could thus most happily 
be annexed to any discussion of Sidney's Apology, It 
provides an incidental reminder that when Sidney talks of 
a work of art as providing a "p* rfect picture" or "notable 
images" his words an be taken in an almost literel sense 
to relate to the effect of set-pieces or images within a 
work as well as to the total action rationally set forth, 
But, what i-« much more important, it makes quite clear 
that the claims that art delivers a "perfect pattern" and 
the very “form of goodness” should not be interpreted in 
too narrowly ethical a hay. The Klizabethans expected a 
work of litnr.uure to offer moral exemplars and a just 
endinr so that the satisfied audience could exclaim with 
Tourneur, "When the bad bleeds, then is the tragedy good"; 
they also expected it to offer exempla and sententiae such 
as those collected by Erasmus and others for the school 
texts of the pe r : od . ~ More s oph i s t i ra ted ly , they demanded 
tha* the continuous decorum of a work's verbal textuie 
should "enable" their judgments anc lead the* to a 
"judici.il compj ehend ing". Bui when they thougru of poetry 
as a "nursery of virtue” able to "plant goodness" (106:29) 
in the soul they felt in addition that the "golden world" 
delivered ly the poet.-; couiJ provide an affirmation of 
life and of it* potentialities in the profoundest moral 

sense .

Mu i 7 i nr's» in hi? discussion th<% p o w e r f l  formative
influence i>: poetic a s p u a t i o n s  to ideal life, has rightly 

said that,

History pays too little attention to the^  ̂
influence of these dreams of a sublime life 
on civili/ation itself and on the forms of 
socia 1 1i fe .

**3



Literature has always been on# of the most potent instruments
for giving "form and pressure" to human dreaais and 
aspirations. Certainly, during the Renaissance, and under 
the influence of humanism, a fervent belief in the civiliz­
ing force of literature in its magnanimous reaches directly 
inspired such central achievements as The Faerie Queene, 
the revised Arcadia and paradi se L o s t ; and it made possible 
Milton's claim that Spenser was a better teacher than 
Aquinas. Shakespeare hardly seens to offer himself to the 
reader as a teacher, but he, no less than his great contespor- 
aries, was fired by the sublime and civilizing dreams of 
order and of plenitude; and he irspires us with a sense of 
the largo possibi1 ities of life even in the depiction of 
its vitality.

The inspirational ju s t i f i - ;i t i on of literature has remained 
central in the English tradition. George Eliot could have 
been paraphrasing Sidney when she said that thr artist should 
present ideas "clothed in a living human soul", because 
"then their pros* nee is a power ... and we are drawn a a t er 
the.n with gentle compulsion " . 44 And she had in mind not a 
gen tie compulsion but the force of an he i oic ex amp 1 e v<hen 
she made the climactic scene in M idd i esnn rch that in vhich 
Dorothea inspires Nosamoml to accomplish her single ' irtuous 
act. Or, to take a iess likely example, consider the final 
stanza of Yeats's 'long-legged Fly':

That girls at puberty may find 
The first A d a m  in their thought,
Shut the door oft'.e pope's chapel,
Keep those children out.
There on that s c a I '1'o 1 -: ing reclines 
Michael An;:*11 o •
With no sfore sound than the mice make 
His hand moves to and fro.
Like a 1 o n p - 1 e r-r.-d f ) v upor, t h e  stream 
H i s m i n d  m o v e s  u p o n  s i i e n c e .

The refrain, with irresistible unexpectedness, evoKes the 
movement of the creative mind, holding itself apart in

(Collected Poems, p.38l)
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silent absorption, lost In the quivering concentration 
with which it waits for the sudden dart of insight.
And Yeats suggests that the flux of existence is given 
form only by such intensities of human creativity. The 
image of the mind moving upon silence evokes t.ie sense 
of a mysterious power and, for me it always recalls 
M ilt o n ’s reference at the start of P aradise Lost to the 
spirit which "dove-like adtst brooding on the vast 
abyss an<1 maA* st it pregnant". ( 1.19) Yet Yeats, in a 
way that seems cisaracteristically modern, insists upon 
the contrast between the vastness of the creative spirit 
and the fly-like frailty of the map that broods. A 
gentle irony in the details 01 the stanza helps to bring 
out this sense of frailty: Michael - Angelo reclines 
before the unfinished work in the posture of his own 
uncreated Adam, and he must be projected against intrud­
ing children who would distract him from "perfection of 
the work” . Nevertheless, Yeats deliberately chooses 
images that recall the heroic tradition of Renaissance 
humanism. Spenser made Piers exclaim on a related subject:

0 what an honor is it, to rostraine
The lust, of lawlesse youth with good advice.

•October Eclogue*, 1.21.

That is hardly Yeats's tone when he talks of girls at 
puberty or g I "> be -trotting madam wiri, her bowels in a 
h e a t , ^ 5 but he no less than Spenser or Sidney is thinking 
of art as putting pressure on life, ana as creating the 
examples fox' men to live by.

I have tried to su(-(;est that the idea of art as 
achieving a coorcive effect of imaginative enlargement by 
the presentation of the forms of goodness is one which 
can legitimately be extended to include the most far- 
reaching dreams of i\ sublime life. Northrop Frye finel} 
expresses the idea which I have been trying to present;

3



The drivt* behind /the imagination/7 we 
may call desire, a dpsire which has 
nothing to do with the biological needs 
and wants of psychological theory, but 
is rather the impi-lse towards what 
Aristotle calls tel r>s, realizing the fora 
that one potentially has.

2*6

If this view of the imagination, indeod thia view of the 
possibility of culture, is somethin® w#* *•* lrgely lost
then at the least we should be clear about the nature of 
what it is tnat is slipping away.



Chapter II

THE GOLDEN AND THE BRAZEN

Th© vie** that the imaginative enlargement which 
literature offwru is primarily a matter of the affirmation 
iv provides is too exclusive, and it runs in^o certain 
obvious d i f f i c u l t i e s  Perhaps these can best be approached 
obliquely by means of a b r i ’f consideration of the diffi­
culties that such affi.-.aative visions as the dreams of 
order and of plenitude tnemselves encounter.

The hu-nanist dream uf rationality was built on the 
recognition that the achievement of order was passible only 
at the expense of tremendous effort. This recognition is 
implicit in the stress on education and on the primacy ol 
vir'uous action Similarly tne dream of plenitude, in 
wha 11 v o r gxi is*5 ic oiiert-u i isei i ( aciiievtn its po ignancv 
from the ecogni T i>m that in a fallen world grace is rare. 
The vi of the Graces on Mount Acidale vanishes as
Calidore steps out of the wood and moves eagerly toward!* the 
circling dancers. And not only is this "lucklesse breach" 
made in Colin's blis*, but the pastoral haven is itself 
despoiled by * b-ir.d of lustful Brigants after Calidore has 
set off again on his quest for the Blatant Beast. It is 
true that the ravishing away of Pastorella by the Brigants 
lead? ultimately to the d ‘sccvery of her true parentage and 
thus to a happy resolution, so validating the lesson of the 
linked Graces "that good should fro:n us poe, then come in 
gre.ite/ stan*" (YI.X.2U); nevertheless, the Book does 
not er.d with F a * o re 11 a ■ s happiness nor even with Calidore 
in triumph, but wi:i. the malicious Beast ran/jinr the world 
and th,* work needing *o be done all over again. The 
•aligrii-. y of the Beast is vhe very' opposite of all the 
gracious iaspu’ses of courtesy, and its continuous ranging 
ia a reminder of the pr*?cariousness of human aspirations and 
the endlessness uf hum; r, effort.
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The despoliation of the pleasaunce and the presence 

of the Beast image the difficulties of a fallen existence 
where the will itself is liable to be corrupted and whete 
the vital energies of nature are as capable of producing a 
Caliban as a Miranda. In such a world even lov« is 
vulnerable and liable to be irremediably coupled with lust.

icf. r ‘ s dreamer in The Parlereent of Fowles is offered an 
intuition of the ambivalence at the hpart of love in »ortal 
life that can be taken as a paradigm. He is led in his 
dream into a love garden - the medieval equivalent of 
Arcadia - and o\er the {'ate into the garden are two con­
trasting inscriptions. The first promises:

L

Thorgh me cien gon unto the welle of grace, 
There grene and lusty May shsl evere endure 
Al open am I - passe in, and sped thee faate

Thorgh me men gon ...
Unto the mortal strokes of the spere 
Of which Disdayn and Daunfter is the gyde, 
Thor nevi't't' t re shal iruyt ni> leves bere. 
This st rtme yow ledoth to tlie sorweful wer 
Ther as tho fish in prysoun is al diye;
Th * eschewin^ is only the remedye.

1

H* re is not p i m i t u d e  hit the sterility o' mere desire, 
not order but apparent c infusion in which >he will is at 
once confronted with choice and deprived of certainty. The 
vision i a l l  the more bitter because the instinct of the 
fish to r ̂ awn can hardly be eschewed. Small wonder that the 
dream of plenitude rarely excludes a wrenching nostalgia for 
the certainty that what we will is attainable and indeed 
fulfillxrg:

L J
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0 to break loose, like the Chinook
salmon jumping and falling back,
nosing up to thp impossible
stone and bone-crushing waterfall -
raw-jawed, wcak-fleshpd there, stopped by ten
steps of the roaring ladder, and than
to clear the top on the last try,
alive enough la spawn and die.

2

Even a work apparently as sure of itself as The 
Court ier is given ics charactprist.c note by an under­
lying nostalgia an 1 by a sense of lost certainties. The 
book is punctuated by laments lor Urn good old times, 
and not all of these are by any means as facetious as 
that of tho f'nico Aretino:

Amonp them of old t i me the manner was, that 
women wrast i«>d naked » t tli men, but wee 
have It,st t ' ?t good custom© together with 
many isoo,

* 3

Despite Cast i gl icr.c 1 s cap«-itv for self-parody there is a 
genuine p<> i nanc y when h. declares, "I reckon my self& bound 
(for that I.eth in me to doe) to stretch forth my force 
with all dilir-’uce t< defend this famous memorie from 
mortal! oblivion and hi.-* hot strikes its deepest chord
in the comment in the Prologue which Yeats so memorably 
recalled i :i his Autobiographies;

All Wednesday I hoard C as t igl i ore ‘ s phrase 
ringing in my  memory, ‘Sever be it spoken 
without, tear:--, the Duchess, too, is d e a d ’, 
a n d  t h a t  phrase, v. hich - coming where it did 
among the numbering of hi* dead - olten 
moved me t i l l  ray eyes dimmed, brought before 
me now ail hi:- sorrow and my own, as though 
one saw the worth of life fade for ever.

Rpcauso nothing is certain in mortal life, anti 
because men can rarely be sure that they are not guio.

ty moral concern leads in literature asa
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inevitably to a vigorous examination of motive and of 
behaviour as to the provision of models for behaviour or 
to visions of unfallen life. And what is invariably 
discovered is that behaviour resists being subdued to a 
moral form.

Before using Sidney's Apology as a context in which 
to confront the problpms wnich behaviour creates for any 
attempt to see the idea of iauiginative enlargement in 
affirmative, or even in exclusively moral, terms, let us 
briefly consider the larger context of Sidney’s own acute 
awareness of thn ways in which 'ho possibilities revealed 
by man's "erected wit" are compromised by the fact of the 
"infected will". It soon emerges that Sidney’s views on man 
and on human potential reveal deep uncertainties. On the one 
hand, his writings reveal plentiful evidence over and above 
the programme for literature which the Apology provides 
that he was powerfully drawn to the optimistic vision of 
the beautiful rationality of wan in an ordered universe, 
and to the idee* >fthe ernobling force of love. In the very 
first pages of the revised Arc adi a' the shepherds Strephon 
and Claius describe, in conventionally Neoplatonic terms, 
how t h m r  love of Urania has raised their thoughts "above 
the r.linary level of the world” . The theme of the 
ennobling power of love is picked up by the young prince 
Pyrocl.’s who .is soon found defending his love for the 
beautiful Philuciou, a n d  his disguising as a woman which it 
had led him to, by arguing that.

In that heavenly love, since ther are two parts, 
the one the Love it self, th’other the excellency 
of the thing loved? 1, not able at the first leap 
to f r a m e  b-;»h in rap, d o  n o w  (like a diligent 
workman) r k- ready the chiefe instrument, and 
first p-rt of that groat worke, which is love it 
sell'; w h ;r h  w h e n  I have a while practised in 
this sort., then you shall see me turn it to 
greater matters.
' ( I .  8 0 )

L k2
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Musido rus, the prince’s princely companion, is unconvinced 
by his friendfe promise of a progress up the Platonic ladder, 
but despite his opposition to Pyrocles falling in love, 
he shortly falls in love himself. Thereupon he too proclaims 
that it is "by love that we are made, and to love we are 
made", and he defends beauty in the most extravagant terns:

Beasts onely cannot discerns beauty, 
and let them be in the role of Bea s 
that doo not honor it.

(1.1x3)

It ensues that the great matter of the revised Arcadia is 
indeed the educative force of love, which is to teach
Pvrocles and Musidorus lessons of magnanimity and patience;

8though in ways that they had certainly not foreseen.

Sidney’? desire to afl .,rfn not only ’-hr power of love 
but also the essential order an.  i --a t i on.ii i ty of things if. 
apparent in tho fact that just before the revision of his 
work breaks off the book reaches a climax in a long and 
serious debar.i; between iho imprisoned Pamela and l er godless 
aunt, e c r o p i a . Pamela make? n fierce el tort to argue 
Ceeropia out of her atheistic folly by irv.oKing the 
wonderful order of G o d ’s creation. In the world as we see 
it, says Pamela, all things seive ' well consorted 
partes to ... ar. unexprossablc h rrnun i e " (K-+0 8 ); and 
she moves on froir tnis aflirmation of o m . T  to the triumphant 
conclusion that "This worlde .... cannot othp. .i.«c consist 
but by a minde of Misfdomc, which f'overnfls it" (l. ‘*1.0 ).
Though Pamela is only a virtuous heathen ij ■im-.'y clearly 
endorses her reading of the book of nature. Cicero and 
Boethius had long since formulated the ..rgumenl from order

9
to divine orderer in almost identical terms, imd Sidney 
was probably also rem'inhering the lengthy elaboration of 
similar views in du Plessis M o m a y ' s  Of the Trewea e ss _of 
the C hristian Rolirion, a book which he had energetically 
translated (or rather '’reel y paraphrased in the manner of 
many contemporary "translations” ). M o m a y ' s  tone of high- 
minded convict ion is precisely Pamela's:

■ ........
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Lo haere an order, such from degree 
too degiee, that whosoever conceiveth 
not by and by some Author thereof, 
hat neither Reason nor Sence.

(III.265)

Mornay assumes that God has framed in our bodies 
"a Counterfet of the whole world,and in our Soules hath 
ingraven an imago of himself" (III. 2 bU), and he asserts 
that the most expedient way in which religion can b© 
"declared unto Infidels or unbeleevers" (ill.251) is by 
reasonable exposition. The whole burden of his argument 
is that it. is pos^inif l o  c.ime near to a knowledge of 
God bv a rational consideration of his effects; and it 
i« in the spirit of suu ■ c uimnor,; i ac <■ - thnt Sidney in 
tile A; K, : : , ;y of r m t j a s  "the greatest gift be»w
upon mortality" (1 2 1 : 3 8 ).

But Sidnev veil knew that in practice the optimistic 
faith in human perfectibility proves fragile, and that life 
reveals itself as less thin reasonable. Cecropia remains 
stubbornly evil in the face >1 all Pamela's arguments. 
Indeed those arguments present themselves to the sceptic 
as no more than the persuasive working out of the conse­
quences of ihe initial assumption of order. Even to, it 
might b' argued, 'If the Almigh did not intend as to eat 
each oth<-r, whv did he make us "f meat?’ Cecropia stands 
firmlv >v he -• view that to believe that any God tikes 
account of our doings,

cwrr ies asrnuch re -'is on as if flies should 
chinki , that rtien take grout. care v-hi :h oi 
them hums sueetest, and which of them 
! 1 ’p.- n j mbl e s t ...

< I . ’*07)

and she appeals to nature in her turn as a sanction fcr 
Epicurean pleasure.

It was likewise no small part of Sidney*!* strength 
as a •riter that he could never de< himself ab^ut the

L.
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■ reality of physical passion. Pyrocles justifies his love in

Neoplatonic terms; but he soon finds that he cannot subdue
his grosser desires. The force with which Musidorus condemns 
both Pvrocles" love and his transvestite disguising is 
deeply disquietening:

If we wil be men, the reasonable parto of 
our soult?, is to have absolute c oamaundemen t; 
against whi :h if any sensuail «eakncs arise, 
we are to yeelde all our sounds forces 
the overthrowing of so unnaturall a rt'-^liion 
... And see how extremely i-very way.- you 
endiun^pr your minde; for to take this 
womannish habit ... is wholy vaine.

(1-77)

The pun on “habit" implies that the love is as unnatural as 
the dispuisr which it here provokes; and a medieval anti- 
ferainist could hardly have produced a more ascetic rejection 
of the senses. Musidorus almost immediately launcnes into 
a further attack on love itself;

Let us so p , what power is the aucthor of all 
thf-sr trouble®: forsooth love, love, a 
passion, and the basest and fruii leases t of all 
passions: lea re breed** t h kit, Anger is the 
cradle o ♦' courage: joy opene t h and enhahl e t h 
th-» hart- sorrow, as it closeth, so it draweth 
it inward to look© to the correcting of it 
seLfv: ...i so all generally have power towards 
J(,r •<: L>v the direction <, i right Reason,
p.it 1 ha.-s t ard< m  ■ > * deede the name

V,..rei ill a 1 iwinj ) s -* i i ujendered
lust ;»n>1 idl.u.os - ’ M o r  it v.orKe? upon
i«’ ftofd':.,-, but t v. ' -eak.-ues, which
«.« i o«l. - c If >.>rt ; «« tn *

jov-.Md c o m -  ni >n- t> ■» tnes, lonpixizs, -~ond
rnnl'oi > «., faint 1 1 - r< * ’ <• - hop->s, i elousios.
.V ;*r«.un h*d ra«,'S, c iu^ •*.«*« d m * * : so
i* t :.«> hjesi ende it »spires unto, a little 
p ] e a c u i •• with much paine before, and great 
repen t aunce after.

(1.78)
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Acute insights into the mechanics of human behaviour, no 
less than the confident marshalling of th® logic, lend 
the lines their bite. One's admiration for the epigiaamsatic 
terseness hardly constitutes a consolation, and the lines 
carry a burden of bitterness that makes comparison with 
Shakespeare's "expense of spirit" sonnet not altogether 
presumptuous.Pvroc 1 es is deeply angered and hurt by what 
Musidorus says, but in response to the attack he drops his 
Neoplatori : posturings and admits that his end is "enjoying" 
Much more heartfelt than his defence of love is the 
anguished cry into whi h he is provoked:

I am sirkp, and sjcke to the death; I am 
a prisoner, neither is any redresse, but 
by her tj whom I am a slave. (1.8 2)

The vocabulary is that of the conventional Petrarchan 
lover. Yet Sidney’s treatment of the affection between the 
two princes - an affection which leads Musidorus to forgo 
his disdain -md to give Pyroole* his svmpathy - is so 
delicately hanlled in this scene that the reader is con­
vinced of t f.c real icy of Pvrocles1 frustration.

When Vusiiorus fails in love, the speech in which he 
compli n* to Pvrocles of his own love is eve- more bitter, 
especially in view of his earlier claim that it is only 
beasts that do not hciiour love:

Those ho.i.its, like oh.ldren to nature, 
inherit* hei b b ’SMn,-;.- quietly; we, 
like b t  ;s; •; , a.o 1 ;., ! abroad, even as 
fojiidlHi^e^ to to t l avn. d up by griefe 
and sorrow. T h o r  minde« grudge not their 
bodies effort, nor their sences ar» letted 
from <_• i: ' o v i n g vheir ts: we have the
i piped i wen t s of honor, and the torments of 
consc i •ti'- e .

(1.15'*)

Wherever one looks in Sidney's writings one finds a
comparably bitter attitude towards love. Love for Urania
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ni(Tht have ennobled Strephon and Claius, but whac they 
feel most strongly is her absence. In the famous double 
sestina 'Ye goteherd gods' they lament that her departure 
has turned the best-pastured mountains into desorts.
Strephon co.nplains that he has grown a screech-owl to 
himsolf each morning, and Claius that the vales are filled 
with cries instead of with music: love has produced only 
a nightmarish desecration of their world.

At the most extreme, Sidney ' 9 bitterness moves over 
into a complete religious rejection of earthly love and of 
it? imperfections. This is seen, for example, in his final 
request to have tho Arc ad ia burned. Greville, in his Life 
of tho ivnovnpd Sir Philip Sidney, frequently stresses 
the intensity ot Sidney's religious feelings, and he s*.ys 
of Sidney’s dying request that,

saw? that even beauty it self, in ail 
earthly complexions, was more apt to 
allure men to evill, than to fashion any 
goodness in them.

10

This uncompromising attitude, which would exclude all claims 
for tho poet as revealing the "form of goodness", finds 
its reflection even in the Arc adia. Basilius consults the 
Oracle because ho desires a universe which admits no 
incalcnLablos ;nd in which any threatened fall can be 
pvadrnl; but tlie resonant vnrds in which he is blamed for this 
action imply that the threat of mutability can be countered 
only by a shift to an other-worldly perspective:

Many ... (making a porpetuall mansion of 
this pnore bailing place of mans life) 
arc d o s i i\m.< to know the ceitainti*> of 
things to como; wherein there is nothing 
so certainc, as our continual uncertaintie.

( 1 .2 6 )

The Arcadia illustrates most forcibly the precariousness of 
tho good; and it reveals that at the heart of Sidney's

h?
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vision is his sense of man's ureasy existence. He can 
never forget that "our erected wit maketh us know what 
perfection is", yet he understands even more clearly 
how the "infected will keepeih us frjtn reaching unto it”.

The phrases just quoted are often remembered, and 
they occur in one of the most revealing paragraphs of the 
AE2.1 ogy. it is the paragraph in which Sidney insists 
that the idea of the poet delivering a golden world is in 
no way "saucy", which is to say that it in no way 
blasphemoualy denies the fact of man's fallen conditionj

Neither let it be deemed too saucy a 
comparison to balance the highest point 
of man's wit with the efficacy of Nature; 
hut ratlipr pivp ri.’ht honour to the 
heavenly Mnkor of that maker, who having 
made man ti His own likeness, set him 
beyornl and ow>r all the works of that 
second n atu re: which in nothing ho showeth 
so much as in Poetry, when with the force 
of a divine breath he bringeth things 
forth ftr «urpassing her doings, with no 
small argument to the incredulous of that 
first accursed fall of Adam: since our 
erected wit makeH. us know what perfection 
is, and yet our infect.-I will k< -path us 
from reaching unto it.

( 1.01 . 1 U )

Sidney’s logic here is that the* claims ;ande i he 
erected wit, far from being an argument against mar’s 
fallen nature, provido a .strong argument for Original 
Sin - they are no small argument against those who are 
incredulous of the Fall - precisely because the very 
poignancy of that belief comes from the fact that we a -e 
capjhlc of knowing what perfection is, tut unable to 
attain it in this life, Geoffrey Shepherd glosses the 
paragraph b- adducing a most apt quotation from Calvin's 
Institutes?

Yea /the Vit7 is not so blockish, but 
that it tasteth also some little of the 
higher tilings ... For when it is carried 
.£> above the compasse of tnis present life

1



then it is principally conuinced of her 
owne weakness©,

11

It is the possibility of knowing perfection rather than the 
fact of infpction which Sidney argues, and this not merely 
because the detractors of poetry would take that infection
for grant«d. The assumption of man’s "infected will” is 
the starting poing of his thoughts, nr -Less than of 
Calvin’s or '.esson's: and it is s lificant thar he talks 
elsewhere of ax/rung only at such ->rfoction as "our 
degenerate souls, m a d e worse by t h 'r clayey lodgings, can 
be capable of" (1 0 *.7) -

Sidney's friend and bioRiapner Fu!ke Greville 
expressed what ws s admittedly an extreme Calvinist view in

... bankrupt Nature is not f r**et
By «ny Art ̂ to raise it seife againe ...

12

rlose to thi-5 mood in poems 
;in>! ’Thou blind man's 

of .'is; \ lusion and disgusts

ire I have too riearMy tiough t, 
uf niang I ed mind thy worthless© ware.

H o w e s  e r m u " ,  S i d r - . v  * . . s i n  t e S 1 *  c t ual 1 v d r a w n  to  t h e  c o n f i d e n t  

a n d  l i i »>rn I o S' C h r i s t i a n  hximan i am,  >r t o  V e o p J  a t o n i c

a f f i r m a t i o n * ,  c ' - u l  : no

This avii.-i'noss -outd see®

‘do nowerfil awareness of 
i,u j i(n to "flea t h -h r inf. i. ng sins" 
save been wo re deeply en­

trained in hi* temperament and it wa* doubtless encouraged 
both by his educatiox it Shrewsbury where there w c p  a 
di s t ; ;ir t 1 y Pro t es tant ethos, and by hiJ friend s-nip with 
men such a<* Greville and I.anguet .

10
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It is not surprising that ethical optimism was only 
one strain in humanist thinking, a strain which seemed to 
some to come extremely close to the Pelagian heresy,
Augustino had bitter personal experience of the inefficacy 
of the .nerely natural powers of the mind and he directed 
his attacks on pagan thought both at the idea of fortuna. 
which might seem to deny God's omnipotence, and at the 
idea of virtus,because it seemed to deny tho necessity of 
divine revelation and of grace. The sixteenth-century 
reformers were inclined to adopt an August in i an view of the ;
depravity cf man's reason since the fall, and of its 
proclivity to pander v. i 11 . Hiram Haydn seps what he calls 
"the c oun t (> r - rena i 3 S m e  e ” - a concept which subsumes the 
Protestuiit n'form.it,un along with other forms of reaction 
to the optimism of the early Christian humanists, - as 
characterised precisely by its "-ejection of the established 
e x a l t a t i o n  of 'oason ... as the normative principle of 
hui.ian life".1 * It is worth reminding ons„it that in 
Elizabethan England the Th irtv-Nine Articles embodied the 
doctrinally .icr e P t ah 1 e view of Oiiginal Sin as,

the fault and i - -iptinn of the Nature 
of ever*- m-<n, that naturally is ingendereu 
of the spring of Adam, whereby man is very 
far gone from original righteousness, 
and is, of hi^ own nature inclined to evil

and the Pauline confession - "The good that J. would do, I 
do not, hut fhr evii which I would not, that I U o " ^  - 
struck («>nd still strikes) the deepest of chords.

Ideal '‘m in.-aria.-iy generates a sharpened sense of 
the inevitability of imperfection, but during the course of 
the Renaissance, in the period in England of "Elizabethan 
optimism” as well as of "Jarobpw. gloom% the duality was 
felt with particular acuteness. Shakespeare brings the 
duality home t us, wittily but fiercely, in the scene in 
which he has Troilis lament it as the "monstruesity in 
love” thfc* t "the will i* infinite, and the execution confin’d;

i
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that the desire is boundless, and th© act a alave to
1 i»it" ( l I I . i i . S 5 ) while Cressida stands at the young 
idealist’s elbow archly enjoying what she takes to be a 
joke about sexual potency. Uncertainty and scepticism 
were no i«?39 typical of what Sidney called "this clear 
age" (133:20) than idealistic aspirations, and they were 
the more bitterly felt precisely because sen had cose to 
bel ieve, with c.ni? part of their being at least, that their 
age had brought a rebi -th of civilization.

Ve can now return to our main argument and consider 
some f the d i f f, '111 t i -■> s wnich an arut.' awareness of the
am hi (-ui t i c s of w i 1 and wall creates for 
literature on 1 th^ irn;i^in^tion by i

he view that 
s affirmation of

the moral m a n  olous. 1 inter,'! in the reaia .nder of this 
chapter nri'i in t;.<- r h h ;■ t e r 5 ,-it follow to try to 
illu. trf to the s.’ d i i f i e ■:! t. 1 s b'- throwing certain aspects 
of the A P' ■ . --| :ry into an uiinatur.ii lv sharp focus i i! order to 
reveal it he.-rni vn <' e r t a i n t i - s in Sidney's argxsment. This 
mi^ht unkind t.. Sidney who writes with such persuasive
ease and brie, .i-. ' vh:?r 'or.;- crc.ttcs the strong sense 
of a mind j. t ’ > the master of its main intentions and 
p<’ rf ei f 1 > '-cwte'ir to make., in passing, points which might 
«eem to carcel each other out; but part of my intention is 
t</ s u ^ c ' i  th.it the Apu L u ^ y , consequence of its very 
i l.r ons i s t n « - 1 , is a r and a rsore c o m p r e h e n s i v e

, 17work th:-r is n-n reaU/i^i,

Aj fit i' '!S t»;.. a r,xuiP< n : of the Apo ? ■- :y is concerned, the
di ffic.il ty crt -itpd by man 
most ia«n«d i a t e 1 in tho f 
as well as with f'oldr-n ox

s fa L1 <•;; condition presents itself 
Ci that t f , *> poi>t deals with brazen 
nip I es. TM-.> mi^ht seem to create 

no real problem, for clearly it can be argued thf „ Sidney 
talks oi the pact's world as "golden" only in the sense 
that it pro vides he i gn t ened images, whether of good or of 
evil But it remains unclear in what sens,- heightened images 
ji what is vicious in lire are heart ravishi.if, and 
productive of i m ^ i ^ t i v e  enlargement. The question is more 
than a quibble foi it opens up fundamental . Jf?s; but le r 
us move towards these more scrupulously in terms of Sidney’s 
argument i f se1 f.

i



Sidney accepts that poetry which aias e t teaching can 
accomplish only a certain amount by limiting itself to 
perfect examples, inspiring passages and just endings. If 
poetry is to "take naughtiness away ir\ ;lant goodness even 
in the secretest cabinet of our souls' r t.?9) it Bust 
show us, he asserts, not only "in Cyrus, Aeneas, Ulysses, 
each thing to be followed", jut also "in Tantalus, At reus 
and such lik^, nothing that is not to be shunned" ( 1 1 0 :1 0 ). 
The poet must thus fi,rur« forth

the romorso of consr i ence , in Oedipus, the 
soon repent i-if' priilo of Agamoinon, the 
Self-i’̂ vouririf; cruelty in his rather Arreus, 
the vjoli’iit ambition i?. ♦ho tvj Theban 
brothers, u:n snur-swne t ness vf rev ergo in 
Medea; . r. !, to fall lower, the Terentian 
Gnatho .-s.a our C haucer’s Panc'sr ... and finally, 
all virtues, vice.*, and passions so in their 
ow. n.aural spa's 1 . •*. to the view, that we 
seem nor to hear of them, but clearly to see 
t h rouf, > t netii.

(108:9)

The poei throws his perfect examples into relief, and 
makes ,’iom more telling, by contrasting them with 
h«ightene<> images of what s morally repugnant. As Sidney 
puts i t, the tu <n who fail? to see "the filthiness of evil 
wanteth a gr";it fo'I to perceive the beauty of virtue"
( 117: IT), and this is a view which Spenser endorses in The 
Faerie Qm-ene when he affirms that "Good by paragon/
Of e v M ,  may more notably be rad" ( 111 . i x . 2 ) . But dramatic 
con r-.st i' an i nr i. ual advantage only. Brazen examples 
have in themselves an admonitory power to move the reader 
toward* virtue. This argument is no more than a logical 
extension of the exemplary view of literature; and poetry 
written within a didactic frame has traditionally invoked 
the power of "apt admonishment” to spur the reader to re­
pudiation. Satire and comedy, in Sidney's conventional 
Renaissance account of them, teach exclusively in thj* wav. 
Comedy confronts us with K he ccwnon errors of our rife"
(13 ? ! 1 1  ) , and satire makes us aware of the "many

52



headaches" ( 1 1 7 :5 ) occasioned by foolish passions: each 
■oves us to virtue on the recoil. In addition Sidney talks 
of tragedy as working essentially through admonition. He 
describes the most excellent tragec'y as that which,

openeth the g"ea''est wor ds, and showeth 
forth the ulcers tha* aie covered with 
tissue ... /and whicn b^ 7  stirring the 
effects of admiration and comiseration 
teacheth the mirei f.ainty of this world, 
and upon how weak foundations gilded 
roofs are builded.

(117i35)

The comments here ma\s play with Aristotle’s formula of 
pity and fear, 'j : within the frame of the late medieval 
view - set out in Chaucer’s Monk* s Tale and entrenched 
for a writer of Sidney'* generation in the example of 
Gorboduc and A Mirror for Magistrates - that tragedy offers 
admonitory lessons :u,d cautionary tales with something of 
the g r imness of a memento tnori .

Sidney v.as quite obviously only too ready to fall 
back upon the staple Henaissunee argument that certai.i 
forms of literature have an admonitory effect because this 
argument seemed to contribute to hi> stress on moving as 
being in the last resort above teaching. But though tho 
idea ttud art provides brazen as veil as golden examples 
falls easily enough into place in Sidney's defence as the 
inevitable consequence of an exemplary view of poetry, it 
does sorm to imply a qualification of the claim that the 
poet? deliver a he arc- ra\ishing golden world. Consider, for 
examp 1 •, the q.K, lity of the "admiration” which Sidney 
talks of as part of the proper effect of tragedy. This is 
comparable to the elevation produced by epic in that it owes 
something to the high status r. f the suffering protagonist, 
but the more important implication of the term as Sidney 
uses it of tragedy would seem to be that, far from c.ilarging 
the mind, tragedy produces the constricting fear that the 
"gilded” world will crumble in our grasp. Moreover, though



Sidney's visa of satire is comparatively geniAl - he cays 
of the satirist that he "sportingly never ieaveth, until 
he nake a man laugh at folly, and, at length ashaned, to 
laugh at himself” (117:1) - sati/e is not frequently content 
to be merely penial. Sidney remarks ir. passing that a man 
may rail, e.^n "at length", to see that he himself dances 
"the same measure" (11700) as that played by the satirist; 
but he leaves the point in the air. Such ir:onclusivenesa, 
would not, however, satisfy so determined a moralist as 
Swift, who echoed Sidney in complaining that satire commonly 
provides the reader with a glass in which he obligingly 
recognises every fac-.-» except his own, but who set about 
roughly jolting the reader into a response b/ a iaosv un­
sporting teclmique of systematic assault upca all his 
compl a r one i •> s . In a similar spirit Y.?ats wrote,

I s*udy hatred with great diligence,
For that's a passion in my own control,
A sort of b e s o m  that can clear the soul 
Of everythir.” that is not mind or senfe.

18

Clearly the most strenuous application of the 
liteiary imapinatimi iu i moral end is anything but in­
variably productive of a heart-ravishing vision. Indeed, 
to an unsympathetic eye, a view of art as liberating the 
mind into n larger j-odi.ic mijht *pem barely relevant to 
that essentially conl'ront. t i .'e mode of the imagination which 
produced work? of sat ire such as Tro’lus and Cressida and 
Volp.uie, and tho run of Shakespearean tragedy from fiichard
III t o Co ri o 1 .-ituis .

Nor does the argument that by "golden world" Sidney 
meant simply "heightened world” meet the case, for the golden 
world, as Sidney describes it, is seen to contain sweet­
smelling flowers, Cyruses and m e n  chimeras; but not 
Thersites, blatant beasts and dead Cordelias. It is not 
delightful to be admonished, in any manner. Realising this, 
Sidney in the central section of his argument simply side-
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step* the difficulty created by admonitory forms and he 
talks of poetr> as though it always offered a '•sweet 
prospect into the way"

Nevertheless, as we ha-.e noticed, the Apology does 
sake room foi the idea that wa are often moved by a 
"judicial understanding" 5 and this view allows for a 
more subtle explanation than that provided by any straight­
forward exemplary argument of how the imagination is 
enlarged and the mind moved in its responses to the con* 
frontative modes of the imagination. When Sidney talks of 
the poet as presenting "all virtues, vices and passions 
so in their own natural seats laid to the view, that we 
seem not tc hear of thorn, but clearly to see through the®", 
it is plainly his conviction that the poet, no less than 
the philosopher, must reveal virtue for what it is, and 
make known

his enemy, vice, which must be destroyed, 
and his cumbersome servant, passion, 
which must be mastered.

(1 0 5 :1 3 )

It is In m,.kmg k m  wn both "the oblique" and "the ri ht” 
(ll?:!^) that the poet lpads moil to that "knowledge of a 
man's sslf, in the ethic and politic consideration” which
Sidney names as the highest end of alt learning. And tne 
poet exerts his coeicive f o r e  upon us by presenting this 
knot*ledge net as "bare philosophy precepts” but m  such a 
lively way that we are forced (in Shelley's pithy phrase 
which rii.ln would clearly have applauded) to "imagine

, .19that which we know .
It has often been remarked that Renaissance humanism 

produced a renewed interest in the intricacies of individual 
psychology- Renaissance writers were fascinated by human 
bcl.avi .ir, not as something to be studied and codified as 
it had beer, by the schoolmen, but as an lnenhaus t ibl o 
object of interest and concern. Where Aquinas scrutinized



human emotions to decide - to take one of his 'Questions* 
at random - 'Whether the species of fear are suitably 
as83gned?'~ , Montaigne employed an equally subtle intellect 
in perfecting the e n s a i as a tool for introspection and 
for the most searching, yet Iways provisional, self­
discovery. Aid nnere the medieval imagination was p. one 
to provi-ip a pageant of the Se ven Deadly Sins, Shakespeare 
developed the soliloquy as a means of laying bare the very 
hearts of his characters. Sidney was of his age in implying 
that the p o e t ’? scrutiny should "look right through the 
deeds of men" and bring to the bar of understandiag and 
judgment nil forms of behaviour, golden and brazen. As he 
summed it up, the poet should have all, "from Dante’s 
heaven to his hell, under the authority of his pen" (IIIjI?).

The humanist stress on s e 1f-knowI cage as a condition 
of active virtue was d e a d l y  one of the strongest incentives 
to this present-i t i on of character in depth. In the first 
place it encouraged the idea that the most moving example 
was that in whirh the hero wis shown as coming ^o full 
ardors t and i nr, ol himself in the course of rising above 
trials and tn i - lo rt une s . It equally t-ncouraged the idea that 
the t"To roni \ most movingly be shown in the p~ocess o t 
rising above hi tenipt.it ions, and oi coming to "know his 
own good or ev-iil, by pjactise' (I.r8).

The Arcadia presents examples of precisely this sort 
and t h i.» is oi the m a m  sources U 1 its interest and
strength. Tndeed it i a r g u a b l e  that th.> ™ 1  a.-> h*ro who 
is not -t.oui as having to rise above ih for*-:no and the 
elements of baseness in his own humr.n nrture j liable to 
seem cold and unin*pi-ing, as at times threaten' to be the 
case w i rh Shakespeare* s Henry V. Strangely enough, however, 
the nearest that Sidney comes to spelling out points such 
as these in the Apol -gv is when he remarks, in the course 
of his discussion of thf coercive effect of the pef t *s just 
ending, that the poet go«s out of his way to '.now Ulysses 
in a storm and in other hard plights so that his patience
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and eagnaniaii ty night to® seen to "shine th« more in the 
near-following prosperity" (lll:3l)« Walter Davis is 
quite wrong to argue that in the Apology Sidney talks of

2literature as having a deliberately explorative function. 
Davis offers as a parallel to Sidney's views Wallace 
Stevens's affirmation that the poet's fictions represent,

The poem of the mind in the act of finding 
Vhat will suffice ...

but this way of putting it not only goes beyond the Apology, 
it suggest * a self-consciousness and a sense of moral 
values asr problematical that is completely inappropriate 
to the tamper of the work. Sidney, like virtually all his 
contemporaries, would have .-»torted that ideas of order 
are , ot a rnttpr of what * i1 1 suffice" but the unquestion­
ed verities of the good life.

Nevertheless, Sidney's own creative work does provide 
a most searching exploration of the nature and consequences 
of the moral necessity. This is the case in the Astroph >1 
and Stella sequence, for example. These sonnets and 
songs present the development of Astrophel's love, in all 
its urgency, to tho point where passion overmaster? reason 
and Astroph**! ' «» strongest motive is to have Stella, despice 
the fart that she is already married. The climax of the 
. 0q, t? is the fii7hth Song, one of the finest and mos*
~ 2l* ^ * neg 1 " ■ t e<i of all K-i-lish lyrics. Here Astrophel urges his 
io\e ’or ■ ■ : -• t time m d  Stelia finally refuses him.
The ’ ■ pueffl i - e * 4uisit.el> constr u c t s .
The openj n d e s c r i p t i o n  of an idyllic setting is quiet and 
.►•strain ci, but with an un.'-riving iensuousneas that would 
seom to »ook for-ard discreetly to a * tisfactory conclusions

In a prove most rich of shade,
Where oirds wanton musicke made, I
May then yong his pidu veedes showing, I
New parfused with flowers frean growing ... I

(The Poems, p.217) 1



Immediately, however, a contrast is eatabl4 shed between 
the rich shade, the wanton music and the confident vernal 
display on tho one hand, and the 1 ong-suffering lovers who 
gratefully, almost hopelessly, meet, for the "mutual 
comfort" which the wonder of their being even momentarily 
together affords. Through a use of parallel and repetitive 
forms, and explicitly in Donne-like images such as that 
of the lovers' eyes "enterchangeably reflected", Sidney 
stresses the mutuality of their feeling. In their unhappy 
happiness they gaze silently at each other until "teares 
themselves smile".

Then Astrophel is wrought to speak, first with 
something of the heightened, ritualistic formality of the 
Petrarchan lover praising his lady. This very formality 
in context signals an almost desperate attempt to express 
and yet contain mounting feeling. Then the rhetoric 
breaks, as Astrophel's passion becomes unbearable:

Graunt, o graunt, but speech alas,
Failes me fearing on to passe,
Graunt, o me, what am I saying ...

At the climrtx of his confusion, however, tHe verse modulates 
into a poignant lyrical simplicity th-at seems to rise 
effoitlessly from the depths of his desire:

Never season was more fit,
Never roome more apt for it;
Smiling ayre allowed my reason,
These ji’ds sing: ‘Now use the season . 1

This small wind which so sweete u ,
See how it the leaves doth kisse,
Kch tree in his best attiring,
Sense of love to love inspiring.
Love makes earth the water drink,
Love to earth makes water sinke;
Arid if dumbe things be so witty,
Shall a heavenly grace want pitty?

tlhat 1 3  expressed in these stanzas of extreme rhythmical 
subtlety, with their tnrusting impetus made graceful by
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the balance, and by the lifting lijhtness of th© feminine 
endings, is no importunate d e n r e  but a natural and. 
irresistible springing of deep affection. Vhat Astrophel 
pleads is not his own selfish lust or p a m  but the rightness 
of a "sinking” which would be as freely granted as grate­
fully recei' eci; and he stresses this rightnoss by implying 
that nature itself vouches for it. "Graunt*, he says,

That not I, but sin~e I love you,
Time and placp for me may move you.

The return to the pastoral imagery of the opening * - 
brilliantly effective and it lends to Astrcphel's appeal a 
quality of almost innocent tenderness. It is as though h# is 
arguing from plenitude to virtue.

But with a matching tenderness and restraint Stella 
rejects his appeals:

Trust me while I thee deny,
In my selfe the smart I tiy,
Tyran 1anour d o t h  thus use thee, 
Stella's selfe might not refuse thee.
T h e r e f o r e .  Dei' r e , this no mo r e  move, 
tnast , thcii/n I leave not thy love, 
W h i c h  to«. J e e p  in me is framed,
I should blush when thou art named.

Stella’s tribute to Astrophel, that his love is deeply 
"framed" within her, is as moving as the tact of her allusion 
to shame. "Tyran honour", v.hich would make her blush with 
guilt if she surrendered, is here no F nrarclian commonplace, 
nor the "un r . r •> r e f ul si s " o f  a cruel concern for reputation. 
Rather it rep.*--ents an inflexible reminder of the m o r a l  

impossibility •;’> their love. Though 'heir love h< all t h«  

rightness of a "natural persuasion" it must bow t o  a h i g t i e r  

imperative, and Stella must leave the "pleasaunce". Sidney 
has* prepared the reader for this inevitable o u t c o m e  e v e n  i n  

t h e  terms of the appeal which /.strophel ‘ p e a k s .  Strcager
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arguments than "smiling ayre" disallow Astrophel's "reason* 
a "heavenly grace’ is sore "witty" than to do as "dumbe 
things" do, and the required surrender would indeed be a 
"sinking”,

The poem ends with a chaste firmness that conveys 
both an inexpressible depth of feeling and the finality of 
Stella’s decision:

Ther-,w 1 thal} away she went, 
Leaving him so passion rent,
With what she had done and spoken, 
Thar therwith my son#; is broken.

L_

The consequences of virtue are hard, but absolut'ly binding 
and the poem has dis,; jvpred them witn supeib grace and 
surety.

Far from presenting "law and impulse" (to borrow a 
phiase from Wordsworth) as complementing each other, the 
whole Astrophel arid Stella sequence sees them as pulling 
apart. Pleni'udt-* ran no longer be trusted. At the heart of 
the sequence i« the- conflict between ,‘sirophel’s ser.se of 
a responsibility to moral restraints and his sexual desire.

n code demanded a despairing lover, and it would 
cad the sequence too disingenuously as a 
t of Sidney's relationship with Penelope Rich, 
the poems reflect a more than conventional 
of the chaotic efforts of desire. Consider, for

The Fetrarch 
be wrong to 
direct ac eon 
Neve rthe less 
unde rstand i n 
a moment, the fifth sonnet in t- e sequence:

It is most true, t»>at eyes are form'd to serve 
The inward lights and that the heavenly part 
Ought to he king, from whose rul«i»s who do swerve, 
Rebels to Nature, strive for their owne smart.
It is most .Tie what we call Cupid's dart,
An image is, which for our selves wo carve 
And, fooler, adore in temple of our hart,
Till that good God make Church and Churchman starve.
True, that true Beautie Vertue is indeed,
Whereof this Beautie can be but a shade,
Which elements with mortal! mixture breeds 
True, that on »a-th we are but pilgrims made,
And should ir. soule up to our countrey moves 
True, and yet true that I must Stella love.

(The Poens.p,167)
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Vithin the frame of dramatic urgency provided by the 
repeated ”It is most true ..." the poem builds up its 
argument in a manner that convincingly suggests the 
intimate movement of a mind discovering the depth of itr 
distress. The full perversity and pain of Aatrophel's 
final rejection of the inward light of reason is brought 
out by the fact that he nowhere questions that man's 
charge in life is to "lift up the mind from th'? dungeon of 
the bcdy" and nut to surrender to the infected will. The 
tone of the final assertion of the speaker's counter* 
trut'i is neither audacious* nor self-pitying, but chastened} 
and this is particularly so because the phrase "our 
Countrpy" in the previous line so firmly endorses the 
simple naturalness of the heavenly pilgrimage. We are 
confronted at the end with no witty literary paradox, 
bu« . ith the h u T a n  truth of the lover who realizes his 
di : grace and yet can "not leave loving".

In poors such as this the sequence provides an un­
> imp roin j s i n p; exploration of the tensions that breed 
between virtue and passion, and it painfully reckons the 
cost of achieving the moral ideal. It seems clear, however, 
that Sidney did not have this sort of exploration n mind 
*hen he was writing the Apol opy. Tht- example of As t rophel 
is hardlv one which "giveth so sweet a prospect into the 
way; as will entice any man to enter into it* (113:20), 
nor is his fate ’’food for trie tenderest stomachs” (l09*l*»). 
At the same time As t rophel is not cffered to the reader a* 
a simple moral warning of the consequences of failing to 
Bias tor that "cumbersome servant passion”: indeed . 
sequence as a whole he commands far more sympathy does
Stella.

In the Ar» ad i a no less than in Astrophel and Stella 
Sidney’s heroes find it extremely difficult to achieve 
exemplary perfection, and this vould seem to be mainly 
because the moral imagination when exercised in literature 
tends to generate its own form of brazen honesty in 
relation to the behaviour which it confronts. This hr-nesty
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is something more than the clearsightedness of the teacher 
who recognises that ic is when he has a grip on the 
actual that he can most effectively exert pressure upon it. 
Vhat it entajis is a recognition on the part of a writer 
that his main moral commitment is to truthfulness rather 
than to any neat strategy of teaching: which is not to say 
that truthfulness excludes teaching. On the contrary, the 
fuller the poet*s vision, the more liable it is to have 
engaged the coercive vigour of a profound moral concern and 
the more likely it is to ravis'i tho . ?ader into an 
acceptance of its morn! premises.

It is important to bo fair to Sidney's arguments in 
the Apolo^y. ±t is admirable for a writer to order his 
values in terms of an ideal of the Jus, City. 
assertion that the artist should u-veal a 4j±£i. pattern is 
gome'.h-t bluntly presented, hit* recognition of the
artist's need to a f f i m  some pattern in experience is not 
different in kind from the more general recognition that 
all art, in o'-der to be art and not merely a passive 
mirroring of the inchoate flood of random i*nd inane exper­
ience, must impose some order upon the material which it 
presents. And an artist achieves order by coiwniting himself 
i/ each work to a pnrticu! »r vision and hence to a particu­
lar set of values whi.h explicitly or implicitly governs 
his choices and rejections. It is precisely this that

22"post-modern" at . and its attendant theorising would deny. 
Nevertheless, the post-modernists who would suggest that a 
resolute nominalism, a commi t»u. 1 1 1 to .lux or a determina­
tion to break up all existing ideas cf order are the only 
honest possibilities for the contemporary arti *■ are 
themselves > assumption-prone asSidney,for a consistent 
denial of order itself amounts to a- affirmation of a 
particular view. There would seem to oe no escape from the 
fact that the artist achieves a view, or nothing.

In presenting his particular vision the artist may 
well decide tc construct his plot in such a way that th?
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hero is successful and justice prevails. But his work is 
unlikely to be satisfying if it does not make allowance for 
the complexities r>f the moral life and for the often painful 
consequences of achieving justice. The writer has thus, for 
example, to be careful not to imply that goodness is 
invariably successful in worldly terms, and that tha> is why 
it should be embraced. Sidney’s claim that the poet is a 
better teacher than the historian because he car bette ' show 
virtue rewarded and vice punished is perfectly admissible, 
but it is liable to prove fpcal to the poet if it encourages 
him to falsify or simplify experience and to ignore what 
Aristotle called 'the probabie".That way lies the eighteenth- 
century id a of poetic Justice as a formalistic criterion 
and all the sentimental absurdities of a Thomas kyir?r 
suggp s *- i n/T thnt Desdemona should only’ have feigned death 
while Othello cut his throat in remorse, or of Nahurn t'a*e 
ry-wi : "ing the final scene of K i n g Lear in such c. way that 
it is not art and nature but Cordelia and Edgar that end up 

23cosily "hand in hand".

That t) ore is nothirg sentimental in Sidney’s 
attitude, however, is suggested Ly the f*..t that his while 
argument for the pr^-eminonce of poetry in teaching Lase­
en the harJ-heaaed acceptance that virtue is >01 sin.i> a 
matter of knowing what is right but of being "ru. od to <t© 
tnat which we know- (ll3:lo). This insistence an t..-. necessity 
of moving goes with a complete lack of illusions a'r'u! the 
infecved nature of man's will. As Sidney says, hit '1 aa 
engaging bluntn-ss, the poets "move men to take that goodne?-* 
in hand, v,hich without delight they would fly as irom a 
stranger" (103:3).

Of course the possibility remains th?t men may not be 
any more irresistibly moved to virtue by the piet’a delights n  
teaching than by any other. Sidney cites, as an example uf 
the poet's power to move, Plutarch's account of the abominable 
tyrant Alexander Pheraeus:



From Zhis7 eyes a tragedy, well made and 
represented, drew abundance of tears, who 
without all pity had murdered infinite 
numbers, and some of his own blood; so as 
he that was not ashamed to make matters for 
tragedies, yet could not resist the sweet 
violence of a ti i.redy.

(118:9 )

Alexander was not, however, any snora than Shakespeare's 
Claudius, converted by the "sweet violence" of the play that 
he w d s  watching: he simply walked out o f  the theatre.
Sidney says ol the piny, "if it wrought no further good in 
him, it was that he# in despite of himself, withdrew himself 
from hearkening to that which might mollify his hardened 
heart". Though the anecdote illustrates the moving power 
ol' poetry it concedes tnat ,n^try will not necessarily improve 
men who have .set. their hear - gainst virtue. Elsewhere, 
as we h,ive noticed, Sidney says of the effect of comedy;

There is no man living but, by the f orce  
t r u t h  hath in \nrure, no sooner s e e t h  these  
men ploy their parts, but wisheth them 
in [■ i .- t r i n n m  ; although perchance the sack 
oT'hiT om! !an its lie so behind his b a c k  
That he seeth not himseli' d a n c e  the same 
measure; whereto yet nothing can m o r e  op e n  
hi« ■•'ye5 than to find his own actions 
contemptibly set forth,

( 1 1  ? : 2f) }

The last co-wHnt. m.ikes a not un re a son;, bl e claim but the 
admission that men may not be led by poetry to see their 
own faults lues, despite Sidney's adroit underplaying of 
it, and like the Alexander anecdote, imply a significant 
qualification of the argument that poptr. coerces the will 
to action.

The weakn.-s* of a kinetic view of the effect of art, 
however, is not that it is impossible to guarantee that good 
teaching will issue in virtuous actions, which would 
obviously be unreasonable to expect, but that it implies far
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too crude and narrow an account of the nature of the moral 
enlargement that art affords. Moral imperatives tend to be 
relatively clear cut - 'Thou shalt not* and 'Thou shalt1 - 
whereas literature tends to upset fixed habits of thought 
and feeling. While it refreshes morality by *he cogency 
of its figuring it also suggests how complicated moral 
problems can be in practice. It Lrings together the precept 
and the example in so concrete a way and with such a regard 
for the complexities of behaviour that the main effect is 
rarely exemplary in any simple sense. The song from the 
Astrophel and Stella sequence which we examined is character­
istic in that it-> main effect is to engage- our sympathies 
and to enlarge our understanding: it arrests the mind 
ra’iier than engages the will.

It would seem necessary to allow that literature 
does not put moral pressure on the reader in any simple way 
but rather by helping him to extend and confirm his unier- 
standing of experience within a moral frame. Implicit in 
this stress on achieving understanding is a decisive shift 
from a crudeiv kinetic to a more subtle contemplative view 
of art anu of its effect. A neat model for the latter view 
is provided by Hen Jorison'.- little poem 'Art Epitaph on 
Master Philip Gray’:

Reader, stay.
And if 3 had no more to say,
Bur here dot:, lie till the last Day,
All that is left of Philip Gray,
It mirht thy patience richly pays
Foi, if such men as he could die,
What suietie of life have thou, and I?

The controlling metaphor of the poem is the idea of arrest. 
For the moment, confrontation with the epitaph stays the 
mind from its busy pursuit of getting and spending, ?iom 
all that "richly pays" in any immediate or practical sense.
In this moment of arrest the mind is "raised above de-ire 
and loathing", to use Joyce's words from A Portrai t of the
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*rtist« and invited to brood on something grave and
2hconstant'* in the human condition. Once the initial 

contract to atay and read on bi.s been entered into, the 
relationship between reader and speaker entails not 
coercion but the sharing of n developing train of thought 
and feeling which is pertinent to both "thou, and I", 
and which has something of the objective quality of an 
inscription on a tombstone. Yet despite this objectivity 
the arrested mind is actively engaged and the brooding 
is coloured by morai preoccupations. Tt.® tendency of an 
epigrammatic style is towards a chiselled statement, but 
Jonson achieves a dramatic and witty quality by playing 
off the simple form of the epitaph against the complexity 
of a tone whicl' achieves resonance by its ironical 
reserve, and he makes the final line not a clinching 
enunciation but a disconcerting challenge: thus, though
the puem -loos not ur^c the reader to action, it certainly

25urges the mind to "aftersijht find foresight".

In relation then to the model which this poem can 
be thought of as providing, the idea of imaginative 
enlargement needs to be modified to accommodate the notion 
of arrest and of an enlargement of moral awareness.

It is an obvious weakness of Sidney's Apology that 
it resolutely sets itself against anything but a kinetic 
view of art as energizing the will to action. Nevertheless, 
in the course of his discussion of tragedy, when ho 
renders the Aristotelian "pity and fear" as "admiration and 
commiseration" Sidney does open the way to a much more 
challenging view of the moral effect of the confrontative 
imagination. Shakespeare extends these terms most fruit­
fully in a speech in Hamle. m  which Horatio sums up the 
effect of the final cat as crop «. Horatio says to the 
enquiring I ;tinbra«, whose "*'fere is this sight implies 
an as yet uninvolved curiosi j

What is it you would see?
If aught of woe or wonder, cea e your search.

(V.ii.376)
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The terms appear congruent: woe and wonder, commiseration 
and admiration, fear and pity; yet this is not quite the 
case. J. V. Cunningham has brilliantly demonstrated not 
only the crntinuity of the tradition of views abou* the 
effect of tre..edy from Aristotle, through Donatus and 
medieval waiters to the Renaissance; but also the re­
sonances which the term "vondi-r" had assimilated fro® its

26use in the medieval tradition of psychologica . analysis.

Aquinas distinguishes three species of fear that 
may be felt ir relation to external things, namely
amazement, stupor and anxiety. Stupor is caused especially 
by the experionct of son.ething unwonted. The man who is 
stup'fied neflocts either to judge the unwonted ex­
perience or to think obout it afterwards; he simply shuts 
his mind in fear. But clearly the tragic artist does not 
aim -it creating a feeling of stupor, for the last ching 
he desire* is thaT the reader or spectator should clamp 
tight. .Vixirty, says Aquinas, is related particularly to 
unforeseen mi.-fortunes (such as might bo brought about 
by the tumuli’ of fortune’s v.r.c-l j . This species of fear 
corresponds to the common understanding of Aristotle’s 
tragic fc,./ a- the appalled recognition that 'There, but 
for the grace o f God, go I' . It would seem to be in much 
this sense that S i d n e y  uses the term "admiration". But 
one w o n d e r ?  w h e t h e r  the response to tragedy is as self- 
regarding as this notion of f e a r  implies. "Amazement" nr 
"wonder", Aquinas’s third term, might seem much more 
relevant. Th e  reaction of a m a z e m e n t  is essentially a 
respond t th< r.agn i r ude of an experierce, and the men who 
is a m a z e d  "shrink:- at pre s e n t  from iornsing a judgment of 
that w h i c h  a m a / e s  hiip, fearing to fall short of the trv.th, 
but i n q u i r e s  a fte rva r d s " T h 1 s w o u l d  exactly correspond to 
what might seem to be a writer’s legitimate hope that the 
reader s h o u l d  submit totally, for the moment, to the 
vastness and pain of the tragic experience before him, and
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then brood upon its implications. It was presumably with this 
power of wonder to provoke awed contemplation in mind 
that Stephen Dedalus insisted that he, not Aristotle, had 
defined terror:

Terror io the feeling which a n  *sts the 
mind in the presence of whatsoever is 
grave and constant in human sufferings 
and unites it with the secret cause.

f- )

Not for the first time, Stephen was simply plagiarising 
Aquinas.

Of course Aquinas allows that not all forms of wonder
are speci.'s of fear for, as Cunningham says, wondar can 
be thought of as "the state of over-powering surprise, the 
shocked limit of feeling, which represents either the 
extreme of joy or ... thj extreme of fear". Shakespeare's
undprsta/ulinf; of the word as relating to the shocked limit 
of fee 1 ing is illustrated by a passage from near the end of 
Tho Vinter's Tain. The Firs’- Gentleman describes the news 
that Pordita is tho Kind's daughter as producing "a little 
amazedness", and h* continues with his report by offering 
a mor>« minute dfsr r i p t i on of the reaction of Leontes and 
Cami11o :

Fkit t ho changes I prrceived in the King and 
C;n,)i ; !o woro vory note.* of admiration: they 
seemed Mmosi, with staring on one another, 
tn tear tho rases of thojr p v t s ; there was 
speech in their dumbness, language in their 
very gesture; they looked as they had heard 
of a world ransomed, or or. destroyed: a 
notable passion of wonder appeared in them; 
but the wisnst beholder, that knew no more but 
seeing, r o u M  not say if tho importance were 
joy or sorrow; but in the extremity of the one 
it must needs be.

(V.i.ll)
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As in the lines from Hamlet in which Horatio replies to 
Fortinbraa there is cue insistence that wonder is 
dependent upon full emotional involvement and on knowing 
something feelingly: it is denied to the mere beholder 
who knows ’no more but seeing". In Sidney's terms the 
effect of wondt-r is such as to "strike, pierce, and possess 
the sight of the soul" in a manner that a mere "vordish 
description" does not achieve. But not only does the 
effect of wander possess the feelings to the utmost, it 
also throws the mind forward, spurring it to a “true 
lively knov 3 edge" of .-hat has been fe It. Though Fortinbras 
finds that he can reasp his search in a physical ser.'ie, 
he cannot stop his mind from brooding on the significance 
of the scene before him:

0 proud Death,
What feast is toward in thine eternal cell 
That thou so many princes at a shot 
So bloodilv has struck?

(V.ii.37S)

Hamlet's in s i s t e n t h a t  Horatio should absent himself from 
felicity for a while in order tu tell his story "aright" 
falls into place in relation to t^e necessity that tho 
significance o< the tragedy should be made known, and the 
events truly understood. Likewise Shakespeare' *» dramatic 
device of reporting :ti- ”ama7edness” at the discovery in The 
Winter's Fa 1 e acts a;.? a challenge to the mind to grasp 
"the extremitv" in a way that the messenger does not, and 
to brood upon the precise relationship of joy and sorrow 
in the experience that tho plav presents,

Jn this respect, "wonder”, as an el feet of literature 
which ever from the first as Sidney said drew "the wild 
untamed '-.its to an admiration of knowledge" (96:27)* 
closely related to that wonder w h ’ch Aristotle recognised 
to be the motive for learning and the occasion of philosophy. 
It is especially when the mind is temporarily baffled or



overwhelmed that it e x p a n d s  a nd t ries to grov t o w a r d s  an 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  the m y s t e r y .

S u c h  r e m a r k s  m a y  be i l l u s t r a t e d  by a b r i e f  d i s c u s s i o n  
o f  the e f f e c t  of "wo n d e r "  in the last m o m e n t s  of K i n g  L e a r . 
The p a t t e r n  o f  the final s cene is unusual in S h a k e s p e a r e : 
t he swift a nd t p r r i b l o  s p q u o n c p  of e v e n t s  l e a d s  u p  to 
A l b a n y ' s  a t t e m p t ,  as tho m-an uf h ighe 551 rank s u r v i v i n g ,  
to a c h i p v o  some e q u i l i b r i u m  in a s p e e c h  of " high o r d e r "  
that is n o r m a t i v e  to s-ich mome n t  s > n S h a k e s p e a r e a n

■>9
tragedy: '

Yo u  M.nis ;u <1 n o b l e  friend?, k n o w  o u r  intent, 
What comi'o’-t. to this g reat d e c a y  m a y  come 
Shall be a p p l i e d  ... All friends s hall t aste 
Th e  w a ^ o s  of t n e i r  virtue, and all fops 
T u o  c up of U>,< ir de so rv ir\('s ,, .

But Alba n s  finds that he r a nnot c o n t i n u e  in this vein.
To think of offerinf' l e n r  a r e m i s s i o n  of the k i n g d o m  is a 
m o c k e r y .  Just as A l b a m ’s e a r l i e r  p i o u s  wi s h  t n a f C o r d e l i a  

be safn - G o d s  dr>f>---nd h e r l "  - w as s a v a g e l y  u n d p r c u t
by the i rnrm d i a c e  e n t r y  of L e a r  w i t h  the de a d  C o r d e l i a  in 

h is arms, so ! <-r<> h i* talk of "cowfort ” and r e w a r d s  is 
t o t a l l y  inadO'tuntf to the s p e c t a c l e  of L e a r ’s m i n d  c l o u d i n g ,  

vet still t hund*’ ring, u n d e r  the in justicf1 w h e r e b y
fuel " ] s hand'd. Albany talks as though a moment 

o'>* h s  b--p>n re-iched from which a tentative new 
t v , n  b *' in terms of an "intent" quite unlike

Lear's "fast intent" ot dividing the k inedon-^hich pro­
loaned "f't-e.-n • t e >. a y " . Put the tita-- is not "free” , 
l.ea: ' o v. ri death mu s t still be endtn e<i ; and fehile 
Gloucester's heart "burst smilingly”, b.-tween extremes of 
(D y and j'rief b u ' at least in the know 1 ed^e that Edgar 
had been " m i racu1o u s 1y " delivered, Lear i* to die still 
willing and straining to aak,- Cordelia’s lips move by the 
very intensity of his desir to see them move. Ho has 
k n o w n  fr o m  the fi;st, d e s p - t e  m i r r o r  and feather, that 
she is d e a d , but the' e n o r m i t y  of the idea that she will

n ever c  jtne a g a i n  is he can boar. As che pla;
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moves towards his "promised end” there is no hint of re-
1 0dempt ion or of "Heaven blazing into the head", nothing 

but th’ agony ol his continuance on tho rack of a desperate 
hope and the echoinp of his unanswerable- indictment:

Why should » d a horse, a rat, have life,
And thou no ureatn at all?

W i l l i a m  Eupson’s coi m o n t  that then* is at the heart 
of thr- p ay "a f u n d a m o n t a l  h c r m r ,  an idea that the gods 
are such .'illy and realieicus j o k e r s  that they will soon 
d e s t r o y  the w o r M " '   ̂ p o i n t s  to s o m e t h i n g  e s s e n t i a l  in the 
e f f e c t  o f  thp p l a y ' s  close. Edrund’s failur- to r e m e m b e r  
C o r d f l i a  hioi t;r, as indeed S h a k e  spi'aro • s d e c i s i o n  to 
c h a n g e  tho nn'iing fr o m  t ha t in the so.rep, would s e e m  quite 
p r a t u i t o u -  w e r e  it not that the v e r y  p r i n c i p l e  of the 
p l a y ’ s r o n s f . u c t i o n  has be e n  one f'f a s u c c e s s i o n  o f  hard-won 
r e s p i t e s  b n n . ; n l v  swept up into w o r s e  d i s a s t e r s .  T h i s  
savage ry '.it!: w h i c h  a I. 1 e x p e c t a t i o n s  of comfort and just i c e  

are bi-u-hci nsidr v^.uld se e m  to imply >j n i h i l i s t i c  d rive 
at the hi'nrt <-> f 1 i f*'. Frond has what seems at first a 
surprising comment on the last monents of the play, but a 
comment vihi<'h !' t i I 2 : an t 1 y p'oki*-. the tnon s t rousnp? s o f tho 
reversal ui exp-’t: t a t. i on uhich the end achieves:

Rp . e rse the situation and it become? 
intelligible anh familiar to us - ’ ri e 
Death n<'lhh>s> heating a,a> the hero from 
th«» piaie <>f ic-iiif, like the Valkyr in 
German J h n 1 o, -v. Kionul wisdom, in t tie 
gajh (.i 1 ; i iffiuiv" mstsi, b i '1 s th<* old man 
renounc.' iu;.-, choose d^ath and make friends 
with the neee-ssitv o i dvirig.

■ 32

But it is impossible to cnoose Cordelia's death or to make 
friends uiffi the necessity of her dying. Much has been 
written of Lear's patience, but unlike Hamlet he could 
hardly he further n? the end from feel irt̂  that "the readi­
ness is all": the desperateness of his loss is all *hat he
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is left with. As in the Rondanini Pietk where all heroic 
pretentions of' fora are sacrificed to the overwhelming 
p tithes of a grief in which the tvn f i b r e s  merge into one, 
so here all nntiiic or redempt ive analogies are sacrificed 
to the pathos of ttie struggle in whi^h Lear, who had 
initially desired to crawl "unhurt h en' d " tow" -"ds death, 
is finally h o m e  dovn by a weight beyond even his strength,

N'everthel pss, though there is no iota ef consolation 
or justice in the deaths of Cordelia and Lear, the final 
effect of the plav is not .lihilistic, for a sense of 
pro found awe nj i ri;, 1 e s * i t: i tue gi lei and horror felt by the 
survivors. i-xprf^scs this in his la.-?t hushed coamonti

The vpiftht 
Sp'-ak vdsar

we roust obey? 
t we ought to say, 
we that are young 
r live so long.

He a c c e p t s  the f u t i l n v  of at tempt ing to establish "intents*, 
or pv c n  of attpsipt i k ’ j udp;mon t . Out <> f his own experience of 
bPi.r.nK m u c h  nis mind g r o p e s  tow a r d s  an intuition of what 
L e a r  h<< - <•* p*' r: - ■ e d , ^nd woml.-i suf fuses his woe. L i k e  
Edf-ar, Uu> read >’ r or s p e c t a t o r  j f the play, at the shocked 
limi, of feoiiri;-, is « t i 2 ! im p e l l e d  to wori'inr and even to 
p ay t r i b u t e  to the h u m a n  c a p a c i t y ,  in e n d u r i n ;  all, to 
s u f f e r  all. I.ike Ed^a r ,  we continue to respon< to L e a r ’s 
v i t a l i t y  *. % c«n in itr 1ef.-at. Yet o u r  w o n d e r  if* directed too 
t o w a r d s  "th»' secr e t  cau ■ . W o r d s w o r t h  c a t c h e s  s o m e t h i n g  

n t i a l  in the spirit o!' the end in»» in a passage in The 
a play which oved miicb to Kin,*? L e a r :

Action i- transitory - a step, a blow,
The motion Oi a im.se le - this »•«'.>’ or th%t- 
•Tis done, r.-.i in the after v.vcancy 
We wonder at. oa rsi<Uc? like men betrayed:
Sufferin,-: iK permanent, oh?
Ajid s h a r e s  Us--- n a t u r e  <>!' infinity.

and dark,
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The spectacle of such suffering turns our attention fro® 
ourselves, or even from the individual sufferer, to what 
is "permanent, obscure and dark" in the nature of things.
Van ton and inordinate suffering: like that at the end of 
King l.par forces us to confront "the mystery of trungs", 
not from the? pri\ileged position of God's spies but as awed 
spectators as yet "young" in the tf-rrible understanding of 
what life might bring. As Y^ats put it in his essay The 
Tragic Theatre, the experience of tragedy drovrns all dykes 
arid in the trance-like intensity of the experience, "the 
persons upon the sta^e ... great*?,-, 'ill they are humanity

V*i t se 1 ! .

As the mini broods upon the closing cadences of the 
play it become** clear that there is no totr.l abandonment to 
the idea that existence is meaningless and "clueless. The 
survivors huddle topther and we know that they will begin 
anow as host they can. The state, though gorg'd, will be 
sustains! i-y Edgar; and Kent expresses his spiritual ex­
haustion in wiii‘i1 s that still have a haunting sense not only 
of res i trn^ f 1 on ^'!t ° £ respect:

I havp a joirnoy, sir, shortly to go;
My master calls me, I must not say no.

Moreover, we are left with an acute perception of the 
nature of goodness, arid of evil. We have seen character 
after character brought tn the point where they have felt 
compelled to --peak out for the good - Cordelia, Kent, the 
fool Gloucester, the servingman, Albany, Edgar, finally 
even Edmund. Thus goodness has been affirmed at least in 
the sense that we have been mad a to recognise its necessity} 
for apart from the "foolish'' love and loyalty of the char­
acters- who ha\e committed themselves without hope of a 
reward, there would seem nothing ol which we can be sure 
save thf' horror of consuming appetite, and the foul storm.
The universe may tie meaningless, and life may seem barely 
to be endured, but if it is to be endured - and Shakespeare
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d i d  n ot " b reak up h is l ines to w e e p "  but dr e w  hi s  b r e a t h  in 
p a i n  to tell the s t o r y  - then it m u s t  be e n d u r e d  " f o o l i s h l y "  
r a t h e r  th e m  a p p t t i t i v e l y .

A l m o s t  a ny c o m m e n t  o f  this sort runs the ri s k  of 
s o u n d i n g  like a p l e a  in m i t i g a t i o n t yet it mist be sa d #  
t h o u g h  n o t h i n g  c a n  m i t i g a t e  wh a t  ha s  ha p p e n e d ,  arid thou g h 
it is on those w h o  h a v e  h e l p e d  h i m  that L e a r  turns in furys

A p l a g u e  u p o n  you. uni rdert. r. , t r a i t o r s  all.
1 m i g h t  ha v e  s a v e d  h er ...

' n a f a m o u s  l e t t e r  K e a t s  p r a i s e s  S h a k e s p e a r e  for his 
N e g a t i v e  C a p a b i l i t y  - h is a b i l i t y  to remain in " u n c e r t a i n t i e s ,  
M y s t e r i e s ,  d o u b t s ,  w i t h o u t  a n v  i r r i t a b l e  r e t c h i n g  a f t e r  fact 
and rea s o n " ,  ^  7n w r i t i n g  as lie did, K e a t s  c,'uld we l l  ha v e  
h ad in m i n d  S h a k o « p^a re 1 s own d i s p a r a g i n g  r < - n m n t  in 
Al 1 * s Wei I on the t e n d e n c y  of the p h i l o s o p h i c  m i n d  to 
i m p o s e  order:

V e  ha\ i- our' p h i l o s o p h i c a l  per s o n s  t« mr^ke 
m o d e r n  and ! ami liar, i h i s u p e r n a t m  al
a nd H e n c e  it 3-■» th.it vp ma k e

into «c.’Fi] ng k r: ow 1 e> Ige wheri we shoui d submit  
o u r s e l v e s  to an u n k r J t n  fe*»r.

( I I . i i i . 5 )

At the sarre time, v r , the K>>ats who d e s c r i b e d  K i n g  L e a r
as a " f i e r c e  d i s p u t e  B e t w i x t  d a m n a t  ton am: I n p a f s i o n e d  
c l a y " ^ J h a r d l y  t h.-.itt!. t of it as ar. amoral wor*.. t is 
k n o w l e d g e ,  nut •, a 1 ue that is probl err a t i c in Sha' esp e a r e .

T h e  ci n f r o n t a t  i\f mode?, of the ima g i n a t i o n ,  w r o u g h t  
to the e x t r e m e  o f  w h i c h  they ■; e e m  c ? p ’iLi e . as in a **ork 
gn c h  as Ki nr U a r , h o i .1 d i a l o g u e  *iti’ our d e e p e s t  f e a r s ; but, 
to r e ’, e t t to A q u i n a s ' s  t e r m s , they leave us n e i t h e r  in 
*tur or ,'or t v e n  in a n x i e t y .  It is the mind that d e m a n d s  
Cf I l  t;rtj,-.s that is ovp rwhelraed by s t u p o r  and a n x i e t y  on 
di*icoverh.<: ti^t n o t h i n g  is c e r t a i n .  T {'•-» fur t h e s t  r e a c h  of  
i s a g i n a t i v '  e n l a r g e m e n t  on the o ’h e r  ha n d  d i s c o v e r s  the
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paradox that because we can know nothing as final, the 
jnly condition in terms of which it is bearable to live 
is one of hope: anu the rest is a silence and systery 
to which we can only submit in woe and wonder.

Tragedy may seen the most profound fo^m of art, 
but in saying this I do not mean to ‘ur.i ray back on my 
earlier remarks about the moral marvellous. W. K. Audon 
avers, in one of his characteristic discourses by 
dichotomy, that there are two theories of poetryj

Poetry as a magical means of inducing 
deiirablp emotions in oneself and others, 
or Po-tny as a game of knowledge, a 
briiij,. to consciousness, by naming them, 
of em -:ons and their bidder, relationships.
The firs' view was held by t;.«> Greeks, and 
is now hold l y M.G,M.,Agi t-P’op and the 
collective public of the wortd. They are 
wroni5:.

37

T?*e Auden who wrote this woul<i doubtless have classified 
Sidney’s demands for an affi:native art within a moral *
frame together with those oi the Greeks and M.G.M., but 
it is with more humil.ty that the later Auden smiles at 
the fashionable proclivities of those in tho m o d e m  City 
without Walls:

lew now 'pnlaud a play that ends
with warmth and pardon the word to all,
as, blessed, unbamboozled, the bridal pairs,
rustic anil oppidan, in a ring-dance,
image the stars at their stately bransels. ^

A happy rn 1 ing vith a conventional distribution of rewards 
and prizes is inclined to seeu philistine now, but there is 
nomet.sing equally artless about th© propriety with which 
so many contemporar)’ works co/sform to the acceptable 
inl i n e  convention. Auden might well have enlarged his 
scorn to include "poetry as a occhanica.' means of inducing
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undesirable emotions in oneself and others". Such is the 
current store set by realise: and irony that there is a 
strong temptation to value the visions provided by the 
affirmative modes of the imagination, from epic down to 
romance and even pastjral with its lesser dream of 
plenitude and innocence, only for the intrusions into 
their somewhat self-contained worlds of an awareness of 
pain and insufficiency. But it would be foolish, a crude 
modern distortion, to value works in an idealizing mod' 
only for their impurity: ends need ntt always be 
apocalyptic. It is argiiablt- that one of our deepest 
desires is that for justice and order. Thus Chesterton 
tells the story of how soi up children whom he hud taken to 
see Maeterlinck's Blue Hi rd were aggrieed "because it 
did not end with a Day of Judgment, Jtnd it was rot revealed 
to th<> hero an*l heroine that the Dor, had been faithful and 
the Cat ?a 1 1 h1ess". With regard to Auden’s two theories 
of poetry, it must be remembered that one of the most 
important aspects of the game of knowledge is the act of 
recognizing and n.it'inp what it is that we truly detire.

From the Seafarer, musing on landsmen wealthy and 
wine-flushed, while his ship tosses close to the cliffs 
and the gannct screaks in his ears, to Prufrock, formu­
lated on a pin but rewembering the mermaids’ singing, 
literature has h.'en concerned with man’s fate as well as 
with hi* dreams - and with the tensions that breed between 
these-. It is with ar? eye to both the wonderful and the 
probable that it strives to achieve a larger understanding 
of the human condition, of an, himself balanced pre­
cariously between what K. P. Blackmur has memorably called

, >. i !<° the nutnen and the mot;a.
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Chapter III 

VHAT MAY BE AND SHOULD BE

In the previous chapter we saw the "teaching" 
paradigm moving towards its limits. The poet can charge 
the imagination of his readers by driving inwards into 
the mystery of life as well as by looking outwards at the 
shining forms of perfection, and the nature of the 
response whirh he calls for is in each case far more 
complex than the "kineticism" which a didactic view 
envisages. Moreover, the effect would seem to be ulti­
mately of a movement beyond a tight moral frame such as 
that within which Sidney's Apology presents its arguments. 
This is particularly apparent in the value which 
Shakespeare n practice assigns to vitality and to awes 
confronted with the "infinite variety" of a Cleopatra 
who hops forty paces down the public street and who 
transforms the bite of the asp to "a lover's pinch,/
Which hurts, and is desir'd" (V.ii.L’96), or with the agony 
of Lear in hi* last moments, the mind moves beyond judgment 
to wonder.

One thin*: I have become acutely conscious of in 
writing these chapters is the extent to which the notion 
of morality becomes slippery within one’s grasp. The phrase 
forms itself: 'The mind moves beyond judgment to wonder'.
But no sooner has it done so than one pauses to reflect 
whether a formuiaiior such as: ’The mind moves beyond a 
moral view to wonder* would have sounded equally acceptable, 
or meant the same tiling. Views of art as teaching tend to 
take it for granted that there is a moral code of value 
which is fixed and unitary and to which ail right-minded 
men will consent. Rut things are not this simple. For a 
Stoic there is nothing morally wrong in the suicide of a 
Cleopatra, Antony or Hrutus: for the Christian there is. 
Other issues seem problematic, even within a given frame.
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It is possible, for example, to debate at length whether 
one can give moral approval to Hamlet’s brushing aside the 
deaths of Rosencr^ntz and Guildenstem as not on his 
conscience, and to debate too whether the play calls for 
such approval. Tolstoy is convinced that it was immoral 
for Anna to run off with Vronsky: Lawrence retorts that 
it was moral inasmuch as it wad a life-enhancing action. 
Reinhold Niebuhr raises the same issue in a more provoca­
tive way by asserting that at the heart of Greek tragedy 
was an uncertainty as to whether the centre of life lay in 
its law cr in its vitality.^ And to confound the difficult­
ies of coztfl ict jng Roods and shifting frames of value one 
is bound to bump into a well-meaning social scientist who 
taicos it for granted that the issue must be considered 
within his frame of reference on the grounds that an 
anthropolo('i.U told the story of Hamlet to i group of
African eiders onlv to havo tlvm applai’1 the speed with 

’ . , 2 which Claudius married his broth-- *s widow.

Henrv James* might seem to cut the -ordian knot by 
declaring that the morality of any work is a matter of the 
amount of fo<t life in it.J But this appropriation of the 
word "morality’' dons not gpt round the fact that a 
sympathetic nMidoruu: of f e ! t ? i f e inevit. ly involves 
actors v.ho are "feeing”, or seeking value, and whose lives 
can hardly be understood or rendered without some code or 
criteria for assessing choice and commitment,

Let us try to mov, -lowly forward by picking up the 
point which we made in the last chapter that each success­
ful and coherent wtrk of literature must explicitly or 
implicitly have reference to a frame of value within which 
it orders its action. And let us tost this assumption 
against a v k such as Sidney's Old Arcadia in which a frame 
which was cleirly prior to the work is resolutely thrust £.t 
our a t ten t ion.

The Old Arcadia is meticulously constructed and the 
structure is governed by Sidney*s olainly didactic intention,



as the briefest outline of the plot will illustrate. At the 
start of the book Pyrocles and Nusidorus would seen to be 
models of princely promise stepped Into the harmonic 
perfection of Arcadia, a land characterised by "the ajderate 
mid well tempered myndeJ of the people" (IV.I). Once in 
Arcadia, however, the princes fall one by one in lovj and 
they consequent’v put the heroic and active life behind 
thc». That this is to be considered a falling away, despite 
their Neoplatonic claims for love, is made clear both in 
their long debate on love and, emblematically, in .‘heir 
lowering thfir estate to disguise as a woman and a shepherd 
respectively. The opening sentence of Book Two images their 
love as the deep tasting of a cup of poison which has left 
no sinew "without*? mortally searching into >t" (IV.8 7 )} 
and the subsequent actions show how their passions betray 
th'=m into foolish and dishonourable excesses which produce 
and are imaged by death and disorder. By the time that they 
have been finally imprisoned and condemned >.0 death, all 
"romantic” expectations have been thwarted and Arcadia has 
ironically revealod itself as "the place prepared to be© 
Stage of 1 '.«• 2 £~’ endles over throwe ' ( IV . 100 ) .

The political dimension of the plot provides an exact 
parallel to the princes* abdication from reason and 
responsibility. PasiliuS, the ruler of Arcadia, retires 
from the life of public activity to a pastoral haven, but in 
doing so ho dishonourably renounces the responsibilities of 
ruling and opens the way for rebellion and civil war in his 
covin try. Thus when the opening sentence ol the Fifth Book 
sums up the situation before the final trial of the princes 
the judgment that it offers applies equally to Basilius and 
to the princes:

The daungerous Devision of Mens myndes, 
the Ruynous renting of all estates had now 
broughte Arcadia to feele the pangues of 
uttermost peril1.

(I V . 3 2 7 )

Sidney'a use of a parallel plot is an interesting experiment



and it helps hia doubly to enforce his moral lesson that 
reason must overmaster passion and correct backsliding 
in all spheres of life, Inc eed he cuts away the preten­
sions of love axid honour with such ruthiesi structural 
effectiveness that Franco Maronco has gone so far as to 
describe the Old Arcadia as "a gloomy, almost desperate 
b o o k ”. This is an extreme judgment which neglec‘8 th© 
wit and humour that leaven the work, but at least it has 
the merit of its conviction that the book deserves 
serious consiaeration,

Our briefest of sunHsarirf* of the plot has omitted 
any reference to S j dnev * s treatment of the love relation­
ships but it is this that deserves careful attention both 
because criticism has been unfair to Sidney in this 
respect"’ and, more immediately for our purpose, because 
his involvement wi th his enaracters is so cleariy achieved 
within his rlio>pii moral frame. We will have time to 
consider only the « ■ene in whirh Pyrocles seduces Philoclea.

fyroch'S, in his dj >gui sp as a woman, has teen 
forced to evade separate attempts at seducing him by 
Basilius, Hf'd by Gynecia who ha? seen through the prince’s 
disguise. He manages to trick the couple into sleeping 
with each other in she rtwtual belief that they are 
enjoying him. Then, s»fh ir.#- with his own "Impacyence of 
dpsyr" (IV.257], he visits his beloved Philoclea in her 
bedchamber. A .scene of powerful recriminations ensues in 
which Sid.-e'y skilfully maintains Use sense of a pressure 
of pa«~i'M> j u - ? below the surface. Pyrocles protests that 
he h a “i Vie.-Ti avoidinr, Ph i L oo t e a only to deceive her father 
and mother, and at 1 a.st , unable to sustain the tension, he 
faints hei bed* id<> . Her heart melts and she flings
herself down to help him. In a quick recovery he severs 
his r y e 1 ids, revels in her embrace, gathers his wits, and 
lift * her onto the bed. As the Third Book ends h,- is 
*foighting agoanst a Weyka resistance whi che did stryve 
to bee overcome’'.

L



~ 1

X
It is difficult to avoid a certain facetiousness in 

telling the story, and Sidney himself deliberately exploits 
the comedy of the situation. Hr? brings ou* th© folly of 
love in <n almost puckish way, yet without any touch of 
disdain for the foolishness of mortal men. W'hat is most 
impressive about the scene is the exceptional richness and 
balance of his attitude. First he describes the pitch to 
wh i c h  Pyrocles* feelings are wrought as he goes up to 
Phi Ioclea's chamber, For Pyrocles this climactic moment 
seems to knit up past and future. All the pains and diffi­
cuLties which hr* ha? <'ndu rod for this* love seem but "to 
serve for a bios t e fitt sauce, whoso sowernes mighte give a
kir.de of I.;

a  1 1

> to the dpi ight ful ! che re his Imagin.icyon fedd 
;p groaincss ol' his father seems no more than

"tryffling pompe, Whose good standee in other aenns 
Conct-ipt” ; all the possibl) painful consequences of the 
consiiiHiua-. i on hr- hopes for seen! ’’but as a sleight purchase 
of possps'nu; the topp of Lappynes" (IV.21b). By showing how 
larger pe rspec tivi's impinge upon this moment Sidney suggests 
the concentrated intensity of Pyiocles1 feelings; and yet 
h e implies too Fvrotiys1 un fo und ed disregard of those 
values which are embodied in the greatness of his father 
(who is ultimately to be t he judge of these present actions), 
and also Pyroclos* rnrklp.ss j ml i f fe rence to consequences .
Thus in the very act of sympa the t i c al1y rendering Pyrocles1 
exaltation ol' his i 'timed i a te desi re Sidney makes clear that 
it involves a moral blindness. Pyrocles has surrendered to 
the extremity of that "J yl'ul’ pnyne" which stretches all

les b e y o n d  thoir limits, ami confounds the®, with 
<’ kvrtde of Ravivstiiiif’ them from the free use nf 
e fum: tion" (IV. 1! 1 <, ) ,

n<!w turns to Philoclea and varies his analysis 
i ic.'u ies of love by allowing her to express the 

turmoil of her- feelings in a song which begins,

the fa<

t h e y r e

s i d
of the in

V e r t u e hew t y and Spr echo , did »t ryke , wounde, Cha 
My H a r t , Fyos, Fares with wonder, Love Delighte .
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For nothing:, tyme,nor place can lewseaquenc\aeasef 
Myne owne,e®brased, sought,Knott,Fyer,disease.

Th® continuous triple linking is an interesting but not 
entirely successful attemp* to mirror the paradoxical feel­
ings stirred up by a love which Philoclea accepts as having
run a painful course between the poles of virtue and disease.

Even Sidney's more dramatic passages take their orienta­
tion from his moral frame. When Pyrocles catches sight of 
Philoclea lying in her bedchamber, her

beutyes /are- eclipsed with no thinge but with 
a fay re smock, vr all in flames of Ashe
cull ou i'o *ilk«’ and {-;ul.!e. lying so uppon her right 
syde, ;hat the lefte thjghe downe to the foote, 
yeelded his del 1ghtf i -1i propoi i4cm to the full 
vicwe; v,hKti was seene bv tl.e h;ip of a Rich L ampe 
whiche (ihroiifdie the Curteyrr'S a litle drawne) 
cast suche a lighte upon her, as the Moone doth© 
when y*. shvnes into a thynn wood.

iIV.218)

The description is masterly. The ref<'it’n'e to the flames on 
Philoclea** smock evokes with great sugges*iveness a sense 
of the curving contours of her stretched-out body. At the 
same time the flames image Pyrocles* rising r.assion which 
desires to engulf her, and her ovn passion which she can 
barelv suppress.. But in the choice of colours - "Ashe culloure 
silke and golde'* - S:dne\ sut.tlv sugst-st? the ambivalent 
qualities of this desire. Tempering the sensuous bold-i&s.* 
of the f 1-nne im.ige is the succeeding image of moonlight which 
helps to create the sense oi Pyrocles standing enraptuicd 
in an enchanted spell of wonder and tenderness. Yet even 
here Philoclea's vulnerability is lightly pointed to in the 
mention of vh., "thynn wood” . It is in such richly suggestive 
tableaux that Sidney particularly excels, but the passage 
grace)ul1v arconwodates precise description to a judgment 
vhi, i. is unobtrusive but firm. What is mas* impressive about



such passages is the way in which Sidney makes his moral 
judgments inward to the scpno which he presents without 
their entailing any limitation of his sympathies. 0* t*»# 
it mus t be stressed that it is his fir® moral viewpoint 
that ensures him a vantage for understanding more clearly 
than the lovers therm ?lves, and that enables hi® to 
achieve a coherent presentation.

f t  W -«* W *  »k » » * ,» * .• *  *(• tV #  f>\4 l i t  aS** > jM I
«f»«- At the end of the Ti f t h  Book Euarchus condemns the 
two princes to death, and impugns their lust with un­
relenting severity. He brnsi-.es aside their excuse that 
they intended all a I on//: t<> marry the princesses, and he 
argues that .ju.-tiue has n o t h i n g  to do with convenient 
resol u t i on s . *hen the princes pl^ad the force of their 
love he retorts:

Yf that uribrydoifd Dosyr which is intituled Love 
m j ph t >'■ y\u f:» ?uf’rit'- a sickne* a» this, surely wee 
shouI do have many lovinj: excuses of hateful 
myscheofr.s ... That swee t e and he.ivn)ly uniting 
of the rnymh'S, vihich properly y«* called Love, 
hathc nu'oth.-T knotr hut vM'tuft And therefore, 
yf yt boo a Ri/:ht I.ove, yt can never slyde into 
anv action yt vis not vcrtuous.

' (IV.37«)

Tin st.'rruif’S.s of toim covers a shrewd and not unkindlv 
understanding of human na'iire, but '-he charge is just and 
no concessions can he made. It is difficult not to f**el 
that Euajcliu^';; ,: 11 < t >. d o.« ar>< meant to be iakfn as 
n o r m a t ive .

Y ot th <■ F i f t h  P o k ip dramatically unsuccessful.
Thif* l s b<>c aii?i' 5idn fails to sustain a coherent moral 
viewpoint, and not .« imply bee-.use h e  moves over right at 
the end into a fairy-tale denouement. Euarchus * s condem­
nation jtnifr,.s the princes' passion in a way that is 
consistent with the book’s chosen f r a m e .  Artd there are 
brief !oiui»‘S in th» presentation of the princes in Book.
Five that imply a subtle unde rs t and i rig of their weakness* 
that is also consistent with tho previous complex



presentation of them, k’hpn, PHiloclea is. ? - tenced to be 
shut up in a nunnery, for example, Pyrocles' joy that she 
has escaped the death penalty is made to mingle with a 
certain splfish, yet very human gratification that after 
he has b<>en executed "none shou! de o b t a p e  the after 
enjoying that JowpII whereon hee had sett his lyves 
happynes'' ( 1 \ .IS'4) * There are moments too when the book 
seems to be driving powerfully towards an ending con­
sistent with th.- severity of the chosen moral frame. I <- is 
suggested that Euarchus has been brought to preside over 
the 11" 3 a 1 by ”tho seerett. v.orkinc of * istice", and Sidney 
goes on to sound disturbing depth-- j n a passage that looks 
forvaii ir feel in?: to Thr-  ̂r * of Vil f i , for which 
Webster burrowed some ...> f Sidney’s images:

In suev.e 'indowi' r>r rather pit of Darckenes the 
wo.uis:! rrankv n<le livns that, neyther they know© 
he we tu r ■- > r<‘ *<e.> t\<i r t to foare; and they are 
but I vko lenn v s ba llrs tossed by the Ha ' k e 11 of1 
the h i r  powers.

( IV. 3.-8}
Sidney decide-., ' ox-ver, in the Fifth Book, to sake 

great play with the ma^nan imi ty of the princes, and he sets 
about o n l i n i n c  a f-ood deal of sympathy for the fortitude 
with khich t!n\v m d u  re thfi r pun i shment . He says of them 
that t h ,»y , "like Men m  tlpod e ", fortify their .. urage "with 
the true Cwjuf'r of ruvl that they are firm in
the beJir»f t. h,i t no rhaunces ran bee coumpted an
ovrrthni.i1 to hv m that .-tandem upon •. e rtue" ( I’v » $UU) . Apain 
at their trial S idm>y soxs that the violence of their 
mafTnan im s t y e <m>juo r«>d th-' expectation of the onlookers "with 
an estraorden ’-> vf-itui-" ( I V , } '0 ) .

In order to h if;h] i f:b t the fortitude of the princes 
Sidney m-akes Phil anax., v.ho is the prosecutor at the trial, 
suppress the letters from the princesses which might have 
led to an amelioration of the judgment . Philanax is a] so wade 
to accuse them with an unrestrained ferocity. The following
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< is the passage vhlch takes up the narrative after Euarchus 
has delivered sentence:

Philanax more greedy than any hunter of his pray, 
went streighte to lay hold*? of the excellent 
Prisoners: who casting a Farewell looke one uppon 
the other represented in theyre faces as auche 
unapalied Constancy as the most excellent Corafe 
can delyver in owteward graces: Yet yf at ail 
there were any shewe of Chaunga in them, yt 
was that Pyrocles was some thinge nearer to 
Bashful1 noss, and Musidorus to anger, both® 
over Ruled by reason and resolutyon.

(IV.380)

There would seen no doubt that we are iteant to approve of 
the princes' magnanimity and to disapprove of the vengeful 
greed of Philanax. And, of couise, there is no inconsistency 
in showing the prinrps a» more virtuous in their suffering 
than in their loving. But the presentation of their magnan­
imity excludes any s u ^ ' s t i o n  of penitence or of self­
understanding. Indeed, on th« evening prior to the trial 
Pyroci"S speaks the stirring and confident speech of self­
justification beginning “Vie ha\e lived and have lived to 
bee good to ourselves, and others ...” which we quoted in 
Chapter 1, and *hosr bravura excludes any suggestion of a 
recognition that it is delivered inti** context of "a dead 
duke, a ruined queen, two princesses dishonoured, and a

7tumultuous kingdom ruled bv a foreign king". After 
judgment has been passed too, the princes show no hint of 
contrition, Husi-toru* is merely angry; Pyrocles is 
partially w.>\ ed towards "Bashfulinos", but this represents 
a momentary loss of self-possession rather than a modest 
acknowledgment of g u i1t, as the comment that the feeling 
was soon mastered by reason makes clear.

It should be apparent that there is a disconcerting 
hiatus between so bland an affirmation of the princes' 
"extraordinary vertue" and the previous subtle presentation 
of their human failings in loving. And because a particular 

of judgment has been so clearly establish*-^ in the
difficult for the reader In Book Five

f r aae
previo books it
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to concede unqualified virtue to men who have achieved 
so little in the way of self-knowledge*

Vhat has happened is that Sidney's own frame of 
judgment has shifted, or rather ha has vacillated between 
frames which have not been clearly enough reconciled 
to one another. In consequence his characterisation seems 
inconsistent and the Fifth Book as a whole s o b ‘thing of 
a botch. Not only are the princes let off scot-free when 
the supposedly dead Basilius reawakens, and without a 
single reference to the judgment on their passionate 
excesses, but Gynecia is happily reunited with the husband 
to whom shp has been unfaithful, "all men thincking 
(saving onely Pyrocles and Philoclea who never bewrayed 
her) that shee was the perfect mirror of all wyvely Love". 
Moreover, i- is chance alone, and not the secret working 
of justice, that brings about the gratuitous fairy-tale 
ending. And it is almost as an afterthought that Sidney 
allows in at the end one jolting coanent on Gynecia which 
recalls h •' s earlier' severity:

So unc e rt ayne are mortall Judfences the same 
person moste infamus and inoste famus and neyther 
just!y.

(IV. 388)

It would seem true then that without a consistent 
use of a coheient frame of values in terras of which to 
align his presentation a writ.-r can produce only an effect 
of confusion. It would be wrong, however, on the basis of 
tnis recognition, to suggest thas nny particular frame 
necessarily has value in itself. It is this sort of 
supposition that leads the thorough-going Marxist or the 
fundament.” moralist to the rejection of all works of 
literature that do not comply with his own criteria oi 
value. The alternative, for those who would try to maintain 
a more flexible moral view of literature, is to argue 
that the moral quality of any work is obviously more than 
a matter of the writer*s commitment to a particular code.
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It voui d ft » c.tiy reason >‘?Ie to concede that any 
partict:',ir f raro < 3 n ‘3-- -riion r.rdi t ioral consent -

\Q-.nr^rai on of disbelief would apply -
cr. : he £ruu/;.l*. c ̂'*' 5 ihi> Tr;,.r;il value of a work lies not so 
fuu< h j n t t *5 postulates as in what the writer achieves 
wit'iui a chosen frame Again the Old Arcadia provides 
convenient illustration. Consider the foJlowing reflections 
which are presented »vst before Pyrocles reaches 
Philoclea's chamber:

The force of l.ove to those pore folcke that feele 
yt ys n.nrv wayos very straunge, but no way straunger* 
then th’tt yt dotne so pudiarmp the Lovers Judgement, 
uppon her that holdes the Raynes of his mynde, at 
what soever shoo dothe ys ever in his eyes best, And 
that best beoyng by tho ContinualJ motyens of our© 
ch.iunfiiiif: lyfe turned by her to any other thing, that 
tiling af;ortnf ii, comcih best. So that Nature in eche 
kynde snlJ>ring but one Suporiatyve,the Lover onely 
admitr.es no positive yl' sheo sitt still,that ys best, 
for so ys tho Conspiracy of her severall graces helde 
best together to make one perfect figure of Beuty: yf 
shee walk.-, no doubt that ys best, Tor besydes ye 
making happy the more places by her steppes the very 
sturrin,- /ddes a pleasaunt lyfe tc her naturall

p<»rf ec t ions .
Yf shee hoc svlnn*. that, withoute Comparysons ys best, 
synce hv that meanes th*? untroubled eye most freely »ay 
devowre the sweetnes of his object:But yf shee speake, 
hee will take yt uppon his de*»the that ys best the 
quintessence cf eche woord beeyng distilled downe into 
his affected sowle.

(IV.217)

The pressure of Sidney** clear-sighted judgment is apparent 
particularly in the description of love b.9 a charming of the 
judgment, and i*' the final remark about the "affected sowle". 
But it is felt too, ioie subtly, as an undertow in the 
reference to the "Continual! motyons of oure chaunging lyfe", 
and to "the untrubled eye” which "devours" the sweetness of 
its object. Such references enlarge the perspective to 
include a momentary sens** of the pain that is to be expected 
of lii'o, and in so doing they greatly deepen the quality of 
the total feeling. Like the references to the lovers as 
"pore folcke” and to the strangeness of love thev move the

87



feeling towards an ©legale and wondering tenderness. The 
ton® o r the whrle passage is consequently that o f on© who 
has grown wise enough to savour the strangeness of human 
life and of the delights to be found in it, while yet knowing 
that nothing is so u n n t a t U  as that vhi.-h would seem to 
promise and provide "the b> .4 degree of felicity” (IV.218} . 
Nothing could be further from these lines than thi? gl oom 
and despair of the ascetic or the sharpness of the satirist. 
What one is offered is an understanding of the joy that the 
lover finda in lo'e (a sympathy so deeply felt that 
Shakespeare was to store it until he came to write his

s &celebration of plenitude in The V i n t e r 1  ̂ Tale) and yet also 
a perspective in whir)) the intense delight of love is 
placed within an e m ’ ompassin# understanding of the limits 
of human Inve. .And t)ie reader is prepared co consider the 
cont ro 11 ing judgment seriously because it seems not wilfully 
imposed, but olmosc the cor;.] i t i on of the largeness of 
understanding which has ooen achieved.

At times, however, tho balance of Sidney’s tone 
momentarily wavers. As he loaves the lovers in bed together 
he says of P y roe 1 o s>:

Hee gives moc oci: syon t j leave hym in so happy a 
a plighte, 1-st my Penn lighte sm-nie to grudge, 
at the due illiKSo oJ' the?e pore Lovers, whose 
Loyalty h.,d but small respite of they ro fvery 
Agonves.

' (IV. 2 27}

5 .1 dnev hero looks j'orwnn] to the looming catastrophe in 
vilu;h the lovers are surprised ami brought to judgment, but 
in talking of their "due Bli'se" he shows a particularly 
touching Hvnsp-.tby for both th-ir loyalty and thei r "pi i ghte" , 
The word graciously rid delicately reminds us of
the tnoial frame, but for fill the wit of the opening clause 
there would seem tr he no irony in the phrase "due BLisse".

The dilemma which the Old Arcadia confronts is a 
painful one for Sidney, fie clearly responds powerfully to the
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joyful rapture which love provides, he feels it as a natural 
prompting and he enjoys figuring it forth; but he also feels 
committed to, and he has constructed his plot in terms vf9

& disavowal of sensual pleasure and of its attendant 
passionate excesses, Musidorus expresses the dilemma of 
the love- with a poignant perplexity:

Sidney accepts the moral frame, but his feelings u „ times 
seem to pal 1 against it. Perhaps it was thip " mb j. valence 
in Sidney's own feelings as much as any courtly obligation 
to pro', ide a happy ending for his "Fayre Ladyes* (IV.226) 
that led to the retreat from severity in Book Five,
Sidney's structure and his moral commitment marshalled him 
the nay he was to go with exemplary lucidity, but the 
sympathi ?& which he discovered in the course of his writing, 
the very sympathi**.* which helped bring his work to life, 
proved son.*'thing of a liability as far as the impeccable 
lo'-ir of a moral demons t rat j on was concerned.

The suggestion that there is a certain ambivalence in 
;ht attitude towards love in the Old Arcadia would seem to 
find support from the iact that Sidney, in his revision of 
the work, could «et about reversing the direction of the 
moral plot as it rentes to the two pairs of lovers. In the 
revised version it seems, for the of the
climatic tow> scenes of The Countess*of Pembroke* Arcadia--------— — ^
is generallv hold to have had Sidney's authority, love will 
be shown to be truly educative, and the princes will not 
"be caught with thoir heroic trousers down**. Sidney would 
also stem to point towards a more satisfactory solution of 
the dile iron that desire presents, namely his own equivalent, 
in t e n s  of a pag.u. - iety, of that sanctifying of the Joy# 
of love and desire witnin the frame of Christian marriage 
which Spenser was to present in his Epithalamipn and in the

Though the waves be foule, the journeys end 
is most faire and honourable.

(1.117)
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romance of Britomart and Artegali.** Thus when Cecropia 
trj.es to win Philoclea's love for her son Amphialus the 
princess replies:

Have you ever seene a pure Rosevater kept in a 
christal gl as; how fine it 1okes, how sweet i* smels, 
while that beautifull glasse imprisons it? Breake 
th© prison, and let the water take his owne course, 
doth it not embrace dust, and loose all his former 
sweetnesse, and faimessp? Truly so are we, if we 
have not the stay, rather than the restraint of 
Cristailine taariagp.

(1.380)

Yet it is particularly i . J  tho presentation of Philoclea 
in tlie Arc-3.lia that a most interesting reflex of sympathy is 
to fc discerned wliich has no tnoial sanction. Philoclea is the 
most subtly concei/ed o*' all Sidney’s characters. The 
analysis of the stages by which she falls in love with 
Zelmane (Pyrocles), for example, is extremely acute. Her 
natural and generous responsiveness, both to Zelmane’s qual­
ities and to the devotion which Zelmane feels for her, moves 
her to "a most friendly affection",

which when it had gotten so ful possession of the 
keic.- of hor mind, that it would receave no message 
from hor sms.’s, without that affection were the 
interpreter; then streight grow an exceeding delight 
stil to be with her, with an unmeasurable liking of 
al that Ze 1 mane did: maters being so turned in her, 
that where at first, liking H-r manners did breed 
good-wi I } not. goo:i —wil became the chiefe cause of 
liking her manners: so that within a while Zelmane 
was not prized lor her demeanure, but the demsanure 
was prized because it was Z-'lmaneS.

(1.169)

The keys of the mind should he held by reason, and the image 
implies the mind's need to be shut against what is "unmeasur­
able*. Thus the love which is growing in power in Philoclea 
is still shown by Sidney to be robbing her of her proper 
judgment and to he reducing her to a position of vulnerabili ty. 
It ift at firsit only an innocent affection which breeds in 
Philoclea from contact with Zelmane, so that though
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Zelmanes eyes would deliver a submissive, but 
vehement dnsire in their looke, she, though as 
yet she had not the desire in her, yet should 
her e/es answere in like pearcing kindnesse of 
a looke.

But the end is inevitable, and as Sidney puts it, "at the 
last (poore soule, ere she were aware) she accepted not 
onely the band, but the service; not only the signe, but 
the passion signified” . What is noteworthy about this 
analysis is not only its subtlety but the way in which it 
is firmly conducted from within a controlling view of love 
as by its nature a manifpsiation of infected Jill.

But it is Philoelea of all the characters who feels 
and who responds most strongly to the joy of love. Whoa 
Pyroclos at last openly declares his passion to her,
Sidney writes of her reactions

The joy which wrought into Pygmalions mind, 
while ho found his beloved image was softer, 
an'i warmer in bio folded armes, till at 
ler.jj'th it accomplished his gladness with a 
perfect womans shape (still beautified with 
the former- perfections) was even su'ti, as by 
each degree of Zeimanes wordes creepingly 
entered into Philoelea.

(1.259)

Sidney troes on to describe Philoelea in the next sentence 
t-s one of those wlv> "neither absolutely clime the rocke 
of V *rtuc, nor i roe! y sink*' into the sea of Vanitie"; 
but th^nTafie v,h i eh he instinctively uses to describe her 
joy looks beyond any moral sanctions. Again, when Philoelea 
bathes naked in the river Ladon tier impact on Zolmane is 
such as to spur the watcher to take up a lute and compose 
a spontaneous blason of deligh*. Sidney says that Zelmane 
"began to be with a divine fury inspired" ( 1 .2 1 8 ), and he 
provides a rapturous description of the inspiration which 
takes hold of Zelmane. Again only tlio creative joy of art 
is adequate to mirror the intensity of the joy which Zelmane 
fee 1 s .
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Sidney says of the bathing Philoclea in thi* scene
that she i

tenderly moved her feete, unwonted to feele 
the naked ground, tiJl the touch of the 
cold water made a prettie kinde of shrugging 
cone over her bodie, like the twinckling of 
the fairest among the fixed stars. (1.218)

She is certainly the fairest star in Arcadia. There ts 
something forbidding about Pamela the moral paragon, and 
even the Princes - Musidorus in particular - can be 
priggish at times; but PhiLoclea is the proper goddess of 
this f ai. plot. Indeed she has something of the self­
sufficient presence of the Arcadian landscape itself, and 
she speaks to something as deep in our yearnings. At times 
both our and Sidney's own affection for her overspills 
the moral frame within which the vhoLe book is conceived, 
and it is no occasion for surprise vhen Sidney in one 
place observes of her,

And alas (sweere Philoclea) how hath my penne 
till now forgot thy passions, since to thy 
nw-morio principally all this long matter is 
intended? (1.1 6 8)

I am arguing that in his sympathetic attitude towards 
the joys of lcne Sidney can be seen as tempted beyond the 
moral position which he has chosen to endorse. It couJ be 
argued that he is tempted towards a more comprehensive 
morality. But here we really move on to tricky ground.
Arguments that literature enlarges the moral awareness of 
the reader suggest that the act o attention is a means of 
discovering st rue tur-'s of value, and it seems reasonable 
enough to all^w that the process of writing may well involve 
a writer too in an extension of his awareness and in a 
refinement of his judgments: Lawrence argues that it is 
precisely the writer's task to create a living relationship
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with his circumambient universe at each moment. Such 
argument s , however, imply a highly relativistic view of 
morality, ard m ny peep*. would agree with Graham Hough 
when ho flatly declares that any moral view which does not 
have reference to specific criteria is too vague to b© of

1 3any practical use. When Henry James puts such stress on 
the adjective "felt" in the phrase "felt life" it would seem 
that he, like Lawrence, is really attempting to give moral 
content to the act of sympathetic responsiveness in itself. 
Such a view is ttractjve, for there is clearly a value in 
an act of at t **nt i veness before life which is not immediately 
related to considered choice or willed action* But it is 
still not clear, on the one hand, how there can he 
attentive understanding without judgment of some kind; nor 
is it clear, on the other hand, that attentiveness in 
itself can best be do scribed as a moral activity.

I am not really sure that much is to be gained by 
trying to stretch the notion of morality to include even 
a celebration of the joy of lo-e. For there is the obvious 
fact still to be reckoned with that a good deal of litera­
ture simply disdains a moral frame of reference altogether 
and makes no attempt to be attentive before life in 
anything that could conceivably be thought of as a moral way.

If man's desires are not to be trusted in a fallen 
world the poet may well offer gilded indulgences rather 
than true gold, and Gosson, whose attacks on literature and 
the stage Si.mty is sometimes thought to have been answering, 
seizes on thi? point:

Because the sweet numbers of poetry flowing in 
verse do v. ond r r fu 1 1 y tickle the hearer's ears, 
the devil hath t i >-d this to most of our plays, 
that wl la t s oe \ >' r he would have stick fast to our 
souls might slip down j.n sugar by this enticement; 
for that which deligii'-oth never troubleth our 
swallow ... the poisor creeping on secretly without 
grief chokes us at last, and hurleth us down in 
a dead sleep*

1*4
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It hardly needs saying that the vision of a golden 
world as we find it in poetry is just as capable of being 
at least aaoral in effect as moral, A neat illustration 
of this truism is provided by the vide range of uses made 
in poetry of a single motif, the image? of a Golden Age 
of innocence and perfection. Men have always looked back 
wistfully to a happier and less demanding past - to 
childhood or the childhood of the race in Eden. Jwor'j the 
most cherished myths are those of a pristine paradise, 
among the most recurrent fantasies those of a tin.e when 
neither "Adam delved nor Eve span" and where no Cain 
disrupted the pastoral harmony. As we saw in Virgil’s 
•First E c l o f u o ’ this dream could be charged with a 
haunting poigr It could also be raised completely
above roprc'SPi ■ motives. Dante conflated the idea with the 
Christian one e p t i on of the Earthly Paradise. In the 
Pur^atori o he sympathise* with the pa^an yearnings of 
earlier poot.s and accepts, with a generous instinct 
for aci'onutoilHtion, that such dreams could at best - an 
doubt! e?!* in Virgil's "Fourth Eclogue* - involve a profound 
intuition of recoverable innocence, an intuition like that 
in the rose-garden of iiurnt Norton, "requiring, pointing 
to the agony. Of death and birth".i'5 Bur far more commonly 
the motif appeals to "the idle singer of an empty day" 
who does not pretend to offer more than a momentary "womb 
with a view", Horace unashamedly indulges himself in hi& 
much imitated •Fe'ond J-.pole*, praising the siPple country
li e whirh offers all the ease knovri to the priscin P.vns 
aorta 1 i p m ,and striking a mood which became particularly 
dear to the sophist icated courtly , oets of tho Renaissance, 
men who i.ere often thoroughly urban and middle class, 
tir.'d of the strains of intrigue and patronage, and not 
in the mood to "sing high and aloof";

Libet iacere modo sub tnt jqua ilice, 
modo in vonaci gramine. 
labuntur art is interim rivis aquae, 
qucruntur in si 1 vis avps,
fontesque 1 ymph i s abs t re punt man antibus,
soamos quod invitet lev?s.
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(that joy, beneath some holm-oak old and grey 
Or on thicH turf, one's limbs to lay;
Vhile streams past toppling banks roll down th*ir flood,
And the birds croon in every wood
And fountains muinrur with their gushing streams,
Sounds that snail sooth to sleep and dreams.)

16

Here the features of the locus amoenus are rehearsed with a
17soothing deliberat"ness, with tho "awareness of the lie" 

kept delicately jtsst below the surface. Robert Graves was 
perhaps moved to an unnecessary tartness by uneasy memories 
of his own Georgian past when hr dismissed this species of 
graceful gesture as expressing merely "a jaded city-dweller's 
nostalgia for simple country joys, or a dispirited labourer’s 
for the fru’t-eating innocence of chiIdhood" . But then th© 
motif itself could be used wi*h a certain tartness. In a 
stock variation tho first age beco.nes one of free love in 
an erotic aaturali.siic paradise - a variation attractive 
to Donne, and one which Marvell wittily exploited in his 
description of the gorgeous clusters of th© vine which crush 
themselves upon the lip?, and of tho "curious peaches"

19which roach themselves breast-like into the hand.

For one man the golden world which art delivers is truly 
the lost Dien, for another it is the land of Ct ckai^ne.
For the poet of Sidney’s day it could equally amount to a 
place at court or the favours of •.* lady: innumerable 
Renaissance poets praised their rulers or patrons as the 
instigators of a ,iew Golden Age, and Saimazaro imagined th>»
great sequence of the ages starting afresh in honor of 
’ 20 Am a r'«n t a * «- birthday.

Sidaoy himself faces up squarely to this difficulty, for 
indeed there would s.eem to be no way of answering the 
argument that poetry, with its "siren's sweetness", is just 
as cap.it 1 e of "drawing the mind to the serpent’s tale of 
sinful fancy” (123;7) as of "bestowing that in colours upon 
you which is fittest for the eye to see" (102:29)• He 
frankly admits that the poets do not limit their imitations
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to objects or desires which will guarantee a moral effect: 
he allows that "not only love, but lust, but vanity, but 
.»» scurrility, possesseth many leaves ot the po©t*s books" 
(125:18). He even recognises that

Poetry may not only be abused, but *hat being abused 
by the re as or. of his sweet charming force, i.t can 
do more hurt than any other array of worus.

(125:35)

His defence is to stand firmly by the idea of abuse, 
and to insist that it is not poetry which abuses man's wit, 
but man's wit which abuses poetry. He rightly points out 
that any form of learning can be abusrds the skill of 
med i i n e  can b<- rsed to produce the most virulent poisons, 
the forms ol law can bo used to foster hor ;ble injuries; 
ev<n the philosophy of Plato which lays the charge of 
scurrility upon poetry authorises cormminity of women and 
homosexual love. Sidney sums up the case with a character­
istically pertinent and concrete epigram:

With a sword thou mayest kill thy father and 
with a sword thou mayt'si defend thy prince
and c omit ry .

1120*12)

Abusus non tollit usutn is a just enough reply. Indeed 
Aristotle had defended rhetoric against the Plutonic charge 
of sophistry by arguing in almost identical terms that,

If it be objci-ti'd that one who uses such power 
of speech un.ju»tly might do great harm, that 
is a charge wincn may bo made in common against 
all good things except virtue, and above all 
against things that are most useful.
( Rhe t o r i c : 1 3 1>r>,h)

21

This reply does concede, however, that the moral defence ol 
poetry is prescriptive rather than descriptive.

96



Author Cheadle Brian Douglas
Name of thesis The idea of the golden world : a study of the nature of imaginative enlargement, with particular reference 
to Sir Philip Sidney. 1972

PUBLISHER:
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg  

©2013

LEGAL NOTICES:

Copyright Notice: All materials on the U n i v e r s i t y  o f  t he  W i t w a t e r s r a n d ,  J o h a n n e s b u r g  L i b r a r y  website 
are protected by South African copyright law and may not be distributed, transmitted, displayed, or otherwise 
published in any format, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: Provided that you maintain all copyright and other notices contained therein, you 
may download material (one machine readable copy and one print copy per page) for your personal and/or 
educational non-commercial use only.

The University o f the W itw atersrand, Johannesburg , is not responsible for any errors or omissions and excludes any 
and all liability for any errors in or omissions from the information on the Library website.


