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. A& 42 (Paraphrase)

The poem satirizes a society (through two families) that had al-
lowed a minor incident to assume undue importance. A young
man had cut off a lock of hair from the head of a society belle.
The incident itself and the reaction to it are inflated by the
devices of epic poetry. Through this mock-heroic satire, Pope

brings the incident into the focus of common sense.

Canto I

The poet sings of ““great contests’ that arise from ‘‘trivial causes’
and hopes that Caryl, who suggested that Pope write the poem,
and Belinda, who inspired the poem, will read it (lines 1-6).
“What strange motive,” the poet asks, could cause this assault
and violent reaction (lines 7-12)? '

The sun opens the sleeper’s eyes. It is twelve o’clock. Be-
linda lies in bed, still sleeping, protected by her sylph, who has
brought her a dream of a charming youth, who seems to speak
to her (lines 13-26).

Belinda, the “Fairest of mortals,”” the responsibility of a
thousand bright spirits, should believe all she has seen or heard
of ‘‘angel-powers.”” Special knowledge is given to maids and
children. She should know that innumerable spirits hover around
her and make her superior to common mortals with only physical
attendants. These attendant sylphs were once women, and now
continue the interests they had when mortal. When the proud
beauty dies, her soul returns to its original element (fire, water,
earth, or air), as its temperament directs (lines 27-66). Each fair
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and chaste maiden is protected by a sylph, who guards her honor
in the face of the most tempting conditions (lines 67-78). Since
nymphs are proudly conscious of their beauty and have dreams
of rising to high station, such thoughts “early taint the female
soul” (lines 79-90). It is the sylphs who cause women to stray.
They direct that beau be opposed to beau, as wigs, sword knots,
and coaches strive with each other at the sylphs’ contrivance
(lines 91-104). The speaker announces that ‘““Ariel is my name,”
Belinda’s guardian sylph. Lately he has seen a dire event in
her future, though he cannot tell just what it is to be (lines
105-114).

Awakened by her dog, Shock, Belinda opens her eyes and
sees a love letter. She reads it, and the vision vanishes (lines
115-120). Belinda is now carefully groomed and dressed by her
maid and attendant sylphs (lines 121-148).

Canto II

Belinda issues forth, admired by everyone. She glances and
smiles at them all, but gives particular attention to none.

Belinda has two locks of hair, which entrap the hearts of all
men (lines 19-28). The Baron plans to seize ‘‘the bright locks”
(lines 29-33). He had prayed early to all the powers that be,
but especially to Love, that he might possess the prize. He had
built to Love an altar of French romances and had laid on it
offerings from “his former loves.” Half his prayer is granted
(lines 34-46).

Now Belinda smiles and makes the world gay, unaware that
Ariel, her guardian sylph, has summoned ‘‘squadrons” of his

— 8 —



fellows to protect her from impending danger. He address them
(lines 47-72). Spirits are assigned their special and various tasks,
from guiding the stars to guarding the throne (lines 73-90). One
humbler task is to watch over and inspire fair maids (lines 91-
100). Some dire but as yet unknown disaster hangs over their
charge. Ariel essigns special duties, such as caring for the fan
or the watch (lines 101-116). He assigns fifty sylphs to protect
the petticoat (lines 117-122). Ariel promises terrible punishment
for any sylph who fails in his duty (lines 123-136). The spirits
descend and tremblingly await ‘‘the birth of Fate’” (lines 137-
142).

Canto III

The scene now shifts to the royal palace at Hampton Court (lines
18). Here the heroes and the nymphs come to engage in all
kinds of gossip and chatter (lines 9-18).

Evening has come, and Belinda is ready to play ombre (a
card game) with the Baron and another young man. Her sylphs
watch over her important cards (lines 19-36). Kings, queens, and
knaves along with the other cards <‘parti-colored troops’®) are
ready for the combat (lines 37-44). Belinda declares spades to
be trumps, and the game proceeds. Her ‘Matadors” conquer
the opposition (lines 45-64). Now, the Baron’s queen of spades
takes Belinda’s king of clubs (lines 65-74). The Baron’s diamonds
attack the enemy, which is overwhelmed like a broken army
(lines 75-86). After her queen of hearts is taken by the knave
of diamonds, Belinda triumphantly attacks with her king of hearts
(lines 87-100).
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Pope inserts a mock-moralizing comment on fate and pride
(lines 101-104). Coffee is prepared, and Belinda drinks, watched
over by her sylphs. Stimulated by the coffee, the Baron thinks
of new stratagems for getting the lock (lines 105-124). Clarissa
hands the Baron a ‘‘two-edged weapon” (scissors), with which
he approaches the lock. Ariel tries to warn Belinda, but finds
that she is thinking of a lover (lines 12'5-146). The Baron opens
the scissors (‘“‘glittering forfex’) and (having cut a sylph in two)
cuts off the lock (147-154). ‘*Screams of horror” follow this act
(lines 153-160). He exults in his achievement, predicting that
his fame shall last as long as the various activities he lists. For
his steel has conquered her hairs (lines 161-178).

Canto 1V

Belinda feels intense rage and despair over the loss (lines 1-10).
Ariel and the other sylphs withdrew from Belinda. Umbriel, a
melancholy spirit, descended to the Cave of Spleen (lines 11-16).
Spleen dwells forever in this gloomy place (lines 17-24). Iil-
nature now stands ready at the side of Spleen (lines 25-30).
Affectation also is there, to give the various appearances of pride
and woe (lines 31-38). Now ‘“‘strange phantoms,” some dreadful,
some bright, fly over the palace (lines 39-46). Spleen gives odd
shapes and suggestions to the bodies on every side (lines 47-54).
Umbriel petitions the Queen (Spleen), who can affect people in
various ways, to ‘‘touch Belinda’ and thus give ‘‘half the world
the spleen” (lines 53-78). Spleen gives Umbriel a bag and vial that
contain the expressions of female emotions (lines 79-88).

1. Umbriel finds Belinda sunk in Thalestris’ arms. He opens
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the bag over their heads, and the cries of resentment appear. Tha-
lestris fires Belinda’s anger. Was it for this loss that you (Be-
linda) endured all the pains of developing these curls? To avoid
infamy, something must be done. Rather than let this prize
remain unchallenged, let chaos and destruction fall (lines 89-120).
At her insistence, the empty-headed Sir Plume demands the
return of the lock. The Baron refuses (lines 121-140).

2. Umbriel having broken the vial of sorrows, Belinda appears
“in beauteous grief” (lines 141-146). Belinda sorrowfully declares
that she would have been happier “In some lone isle,” away from
the court. She asserts that she had been warned by bad omens
not to venture out. Now, the other lock hangs without its mate,
doomed to a similar fate (lines 147-176).

Canto V

The Baron remains unmoved by either Belinda or Thalestris.
Clarissa prepares, to speak. Although beauty may attract the
attentions of men, beauty is vain without good sense. Since beauty
fades, women must ‘“‘keecp good humour,” for ‘“‘merit wins the
Soul” (lines 1-34).

The hearers ignore this advice. Instead, the lines of battle
are drawn between the men and the women (lines 33-44). It
was so when Homer described the gods in battle (lines 45-52).

“‘growing combat’’

Unmbriel and the other spirits gladly view the
(lines 53-56). Thalestris ‘‘scatters death’ with her eyes upon
various fops (lines 57-65). Chloe kills Sir Plume and then revives
him (lines 67-70). Jove decides the battle in favor of the women

(lines -71-74).



Belinda throws ‘“a charge of snuff’ into the Baron’s nose
(lines 75-86). Belinda now draws out a bodkin (ornamental hair
pin), which had a long history in Belinda’s family (lines 87-96).
The Baron protests that he does not fear to die. His only regret
is leaving her (lines 97-102).

All now cry out “Restore the lock,”” but, according to Heav-
en’s decree, the lock has disappeared (lines 103-112). Some thought
the lock had mounted to the moon, where all kinds of hypocritical,
trivial, and useless things are kept (lines 113-122). Actually, the
lock rose upward and became a ‘‘sudden star” with ‘‘a radiant
trail of hair’® behind. Lovers then mistake the Star for Venus,
and Partridge (an astrologer) will see it and make foolish predic-
tions (lines 133-140).

So the poet advises Belinda that she should not regret the
loss of the lock, for, after all her beauty has died, her name shall
be inscribed among the stars (lines 141-150).
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Canto 1
What dire offense from amorous causes springs,
What mighty contests rise from trivial things,
I sing—This verse to'Caryll, Muse! is due:
This, even Belinda may vouchsafe to view:

Slight is the subject, but not so the praise,

If she inspire, and he approve my lays.
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