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An Apology for Poetry
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An Apology for Poetry

Only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigour of his own
invention, doth grow in effect another nature, in making things either better than Nature bringeth forth,
or, quite anew, forms such as never were in Nature, as the Heroes, Demigods Cyclopes, Chimeras,
Furies, and such like: so as he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant
of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit.

Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have done—neither with pleasant
rivers, fruitful trees, sweet-smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too much loved earth
more lovely. Her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden. . .

Poesy, therefore, is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth it in his word Mimesis, that is to
say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth—to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture; with
this end, to teach and delight. Of this have been three several kinds. The chief, both in antiquity and
excellency, were they that did imitate the inconceivable excellencies of God. Such were David in his
Psalms; Solomon in his Song of Songs, in his Ecclesiastes, and Proverbs; Moses and Deborah in their
Hymns; and the writer of Job, which, beside other, the learned Emanuel Tremellius and Franciscus
Junius do entitle the poetical part of the Scripture. Against these none will speak that hath the Holy Ghost
in due holyreverence.

In this kind, though in a full wrong divinity, were Orpheus, Amphion, Homer in his Hymns, and
many other, both Greeks and Romans, and this poesy must be used by whosoever will follow St.
James’® counsel in singing psalms when they are merry; and I know is used with the fruit of comfort by
some, when, in sorrowful pangs of their death-bringing sins, they find the consolation of the never-
leaving goodness®. . .

So did Heliodorus in his sugared invention of that picture of love in Theagenes and Chariclea; and
yet both these writ in prose: Which I speak to show that it is not rhyming and versing that maketh a
poet—no more than a long gown maketh an advocate, who though he pleaded in armour should be an
advocate and no soldier. But it is that feigning notable images of virtues, vices, or what else, with that
delightful teaching, which must be the right describing note to know a poet by, although indeed the
Senate of Poets hath chosen verse as their fittest raiment, meaning, as in matter they passed all in all, so

in manner to go beyond them-not speaking ( table-talk fashion or like men in a dream) words as they

@ St. James: X &# Lt (Saint James) , PP X &, R+ 142 —,
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An Apology for Poetry

chanceably fall from the mouth, but prizing each syllable of each word by just proportion according to the
dignity of the subject.

Now therefore it shall not be amiss first to weigh this latter sort of Poetry™ by his works, and then by
his parts, and, if in neither of these anatomies he be condemnable, I hope we shall obtain a more
favorable sentence. This purifying of wit, this enriching of memory, enabling of judgment, and enlarging
of conceit, which commonly we call learning, under what name soever it come forth or to what
immediate end soever it be directed, the final end is to lead and draw us to as high a perfection as our
degenerate souls, made worse by their clay lodgings, can be capable of. . .

The philosopher therefore and the historian are they which would win the goal, the one by precept,
the other by example. But both, not having both, do both halt. For the philosopher, setting down with
thorny argument the bare rule, is so hard of utterance, and so misty to be conceived, that one that hath
no other guide but him shall wade in him till he be old before he shall find sufficient cause to be honest.
For his knowledge standeth so upon the abstract and general, that happy is that man who may understand
him, and more happy that can apply what he doth understand.

On the other side, the historian, wanting the precept, is so tied, not to what should be but to what
is, to the particular truth of things and not to the general reason of things, that his example draweth no
necessary consequence, and therefore a less fruitful doctrine.

Now doth the peerless poet perform both: for whatsoever the philosopher saith should be done, he
giveth a perfect picture of it in some one by whom he pesupposeth it was done; so as he coupleth the
general notion with the particular example. A perfect picture I say, for he yieldth to the powers of the
mind an image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish description: which doth neither
strike, pierce, nor possess the sight of the soul so much as that other doth.

Since then Poetry is of all human learning the most ancient and of most fatherly antiquity, as from
whence other learnings have taken their beginnings; since it is so universal that no learned nation doth
despise it, nor no barbarous nation is without it; since both Roman and Greek gave divine names unto it,

”

the one of “prophesying,” the other of “making,” and that indeed that name of “making” is fit for him
considering that whereas other Arts retain themselves within their subject, and receive, as it were, their
being from it, the poet only bringeth his own stuff, and doth not learn a conceit out of a matter, but
maketh matter for a conceit; since neither his description nor his end containeth any evil, the thing
described cannot be evil; since his effects be so good as to teach goodness and to delight the learners;
since therein ( namely in moral doctrine, the chief of all knowledges) he doth not only far pass the
historian, but, for instructing, is wellnigh comparable to the philosopher, and, for moving, leaves him
behind him; since the holy Scripture ( wherein there is no uncleanness) hath whole parts in it poetical,
and that even not only in their united forms but in their severed dissections fully commendable; I think
(and think I think rightly) the laurel crown appointed for triumphing captains doth worthily ( of all other
learnings) honour the poet’s triumph. . .

Now then go we to the most important imputation laid to the poor poets. For aught I can yet learn,

they are these. First, that there being many other more fruitful knowledges, a man might better spend his

O BRRIEFRGSAZE, A—AmBEHid, i (22) b9 (I, (35) 5, AR R kit ¥
FLARFALNEF, whE e (BE#); A=A ALHFASHH, XZHG2H =ik,
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time in them than in this. Secondly, that it is the mother of lies. Thirdly, that it is the nurse of abuse,
infecting us with many pestilent desires, with a siren’s sweetness drawing the mind to the serpent’s tale of
sinful fancy, —and herein, especially, comedies give the largest field to ear (as Chaucer saith) , —how
both in other nations and in ours, before poets did soften us, we were full of courage, given to marital
exercises, the pillars of manlike liberty, and not lulled asleep in shady idleness with poets’ pastimes. And
lastly, and chiefly, they cry out with an open mouth, as if they outshot Robin Hood, that Plato banished
them out of his Commonwealth. Truly, this is much, if there be much truth in it. . .

And certainly, though a man should grant their first assumption, it should follow ( methinks) very
unwillingly, that good is not good because better it better. But I still and utterly deny that there is sprung
out of earth a more fruitful knowledge. To the second therefore, that they should be the principal liars, I
answer paradoxically, but truly, I think truly, that of all writers under the sun the poet is the least liar,
and, though he would, as a poet can scarcely be a liar. The astronomer, with his cousin the
geometrician, can hardly escape, when they take upon them to measure the height of the stars.

How often, think you, do the physicians lie, when they aver things good for sicknesses, which
afterwards send Charon®a great number of souls drowned in a potion before they come to his ferry? And
no less of the rest, which take upon them to affirm. Now, for the poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore
never lieth. For, as I take it, to lie is to affirm that to be true which is false; so as the other artists, and
especially the historian, affirming many lies. But the poet (as I said before) never affirmeth. The poet
never maketh any circles about your imagination, to conjure you to believe for true what he writes. He
citeth not authorities of other histories, but even for his entry calleth the sweet Muses to inspire into him
a good invention; in truth, not labouring to tell you what is, or is not, but what should or should not
be. And therefore, though he recount things not true, yet because he telleth them not for true, he lieth
not, —without we will say that Nathan lied in his speech, before alleged, to David?; which as a wicked
man durst scarce say, so think I none so simple would say that Aesop lied in the tales of his beasts; for
who thinks that Aesop writ it for actually true were well worthy to have his name chronicled among the
beasts he writeth of.

What child is there that, coming to a play, and seeing Thebes® written in great letters upon an old
door, doth believe that it is Thebes? If then a man can arrive, at that child’s age, to know that the poets’
persons and doings are but pictures what should be, and not stories what have been, they will never give
the lie to things not affirmatively but allegorically and figuratively written. And therefore, as in History,
looking for truth, they go away full fraught with falsehood, so in Poesy, looking for fiction, they shall

use the narration but as an imaginative ground—plot of a profitable invention.

® FA (Charon): F¥HBHETHAY, REEA TR REETEI AN O,
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An Apology for Poetry

13x@

1. Why does Sidney regard the theories of Aristotle and Horace as his theoretical foundation?
2. What is the relationship between poet and nature according to Sidney? And What is the duty of

a poet?

1 RiEs£HA
Atkins, J. W. H. English Literary Criticism: The Renaissance 1951.
Baldwin, G. S. Renaissance Literary Theory and Practice. 1939.
McCoy, Richard C. Sir Philip Sidney: Rebellion in Arcadia. 1979.

Ulreich, John G., Jr. “Poets Only Deliver: Sidney’s Conception of Mimesis,” in Studies in the
Literary Imagination 15. 1982.
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The Advancement of Learning

The Advancement of Learning

Poesy is part of learning in measure of words for the most part restrained, but in other points
extremely licensed, and doth truly refer to the imagination, which, being not tied to the laws of matter,
may at pleasure join that which nature hath served, and sever that which nature hath joined, and so make
unlawful matches and divorces of things: “Pictoribus atque poetics?, etc. ” It is taken in two senses in
respect of words or matter. In the first sense it is but a character of style, and belongeth to arts of speech,
and is not pertinent® for the present. In the latter, it is, as hath been said, one of the principal portions
of learning, and is nothing else but feigned® history, which may be styled as well in prose as in verse.

The use of the feigned history hath been to give some shadow of satisfaction to the mind of man in those
points wherein the nature of things doth deny it, the world being in proportion inferior to the soul; by reason
whereof there is agreeable to the spirit of man a more ample greatness, a more exact goodness, and a more
absolute variety than can be found in the nature of things. Therefore, because the acts or events of true history
have not the magnitude which satisfies the mind of man, poesy feigns acts and events greater and more
heroical ; because true history propoundeth® the successes and issues of actions not so agreeable to the merits of
virtue and vice, therefore poesy feigns them more just in retribution® and more according to revealed
providence ; because true history representeth actions and events more ordinary and less interchanged, therefore
poesy endueth them with more rareness and more unexpected and alternative variations: so as it appeareth that
poesy serveth and confereth to magnanimity®, morality, and to delectation®. And therefore it was ever
thought to have some participation of divineness, because it doth raise and erect the mind, by submitting the
shows of things to the desires of the mind, whereas reason doth buckle and bow the mind unto the nature of
things. And we see that by these insinuations® and congruities® with man’s nature and pleasure, joined also
with the agreement and consort it hath with music, it hath had access and estimation in rude times and
barbarous regions, where other learning stood excluded.

The division of poesy which is aptest in the propriety thereof ( besides those divisions which are
common unto it with history, as feigned chronicles, feigned lives, and the apprentices of history, as

feigned epistles, feigned orations, and the rest) is into poesy narrative, representative, and allusive. The

® %43 B (Horace) #) (% %) (Ars Poetica), &4 : “@ RFidA— A A K20 28",
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narrative is a mere imitation of history with the excesses before remembered, choosing for subject
commonly wars and love, rarely state, and sometimes pleasure or mirth. Representative is as a visible
history, and is an image of actions as if they were present, as history is of actions in nature as they are,
that is past; allusive, or parabolical?, is a narration applied only to express some special purpose or
conceit: which latter kind of parabolical wisdom was much more in use in the ancient times, as by the
fables of Aesop?, and the brief sentences of the seven®, and the use of hieroglyphics® may appear. And
the cause was for that it was then of necessity to express any point of reason which was more sharp or
subtle than the vulgar in that manner, because men in those times wanted both variety of examples and
subtlety of conceit: and as hieroglyphics were before letters, so parables were before arguments: and
nevertheless now and at all times they do retain much life and vigor, because reason cannot be so
sensible, nor examples so fit.

But there remaineth yet another use of poesy parabolical opposite to that which we last mentioned ;
for that tendeth to demonstrate and illustrate that which is taught or delivered, and this other to retire and
obscure it: that is, when the secrets and mysteries of religion, policy, or philosophy, are involved in
fables or parables. Of this in divine poesy we see the use is authorized. In heathen poesy we see the
exposition of fables doth fall out sometimes with great felicity, as in the fable that the giants being
overthrown in their way against the gods, the earth their mother in revenge thereof brought forth fame:

lllam terra parens ira irritata deorem,
Extremam , ut perhibent, Cueo Enceladeque sororem
Progenuit :®

expounded that when princes and monarchs have suppressed actual and open rebels, then the
malignity® of people, which is the mother of rebellion, doth bring forth libels and slanders, and taxations
of the states, which is of the same kind with rebellion, but more feminine: so in the fable that the rest of
the gods having conspired to bind Jupiter®, Pallas® called Briareus® with his hundred hands to his aid,
expounded that monarchies need not fear any curbing of their absoluteness by mighty subjects, as long as

by wisdom they keep the hearts of the people, who will be sure to come in their side; so in the fable that
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The Advancement of Learning

Achilles” was brought up under the Chyron the centaur®, who was part of a man and part a beast,
expounded ingenuously, but corruptly, by Machiavelli that it belongeth to the education and discipline
of princes to know as well how to play the part of the lion in violence and the fox in guile, as of the man
in virtue and justice. Nevertheless in many the like encounters, I do rather think that the fable was first
and the exposition devised than that the moral first and thereupon the fable framed. For I found it was an
ancient vanity in Chrysippus that troubled himself with great contention® to fasten the assertions of the
Stoics® upon the fictions of the ancient poets: but yet all the fables and fictions of the poets were but
pleasure and not figure, I interpose no opinion. Surely of those poets which are now extant, even Homer
himself ( notwithstanding he was made a kind of scripture by the later schools of the Grecians) yet I
should without any difficulty pronounce, that his fables had no such inwardness in his own meaning. but
what they might have, upon a more original tradition, is not easy to confirm, for he was not the inventor
of many of them. In this third part of learning which is poesy, I can report no deficience. For being as a
plant that cometh of the lust of the earth, without a formal seed, it hath sprung up and spread abroad,
more than any other kind: but to ascribe® unto it that which is due for the expressing of affections,
passions, corruptions and customs, we are beholding” to poets more than to the philosophers’ works,

and for wit and eloquence not much less than to orators’ harangues®.
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1. From which two aspects does Francis Bacon abtain his definition of poesy as the field of imagination?

2. What theory does Francis Bacon hold when he clarifies and justifies the use of poesy as the feigned
history ?

3. How many types of poesy does Francis Bacon categorize? And in what way does he think parabolical

poetry is different from the narrative and representative ones?
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