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Preface

This is a book for the general reader, or anyone who has an interest in poetry.
It is meant to be an introduction to some of the finest poems written in
England and Scotland in the two centuries between 1600 and 1800. Some of
these can be difficult for modern readers, but, perhaps surprisingly, most are
not. With a little help in understanding unfamiliar words and some distant
events, these poems can live again for us today.

I have written this book, then, in the hope that readers may discover here
some new delights in an older poetic tradition. I have chosen what I believe
to be some of the most accessible and appealing poems from John Donne to
Robert Burns, a period that is central to the growth and development of
British poetry. I discuss them in some detail but without entering into the
problems in the texts, the many allusions, or the often complicated sources. I
have provided glosses in the margins for some of the words (underlined) that
may be difficult for readers today. My goal is to convey something of the
beauty and significance in the poems, along with pointing out various tech-
niques the poets have adopted in composing them, without getting distracted
by the issues in them. My hope is that readers will then proceed to read
further in the poets of this period with increased confidence, pleasure, and
understanding. The “Further Reading” section contains lists of other poems
to sample by these poets, as well as books about them and the period in
which they wrote. Exploring more deeply in poet or period can be contin-
ually rewarding.

My readings of these poems are meant as general guides and broadly
suggestive explanations rather than as definitive or exhaustive accounts.
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Readers will, of course, form their own interpretation of these poems and
have their own favorites. This is as it should be. Poetry is much too personal
to pronounce absolute determinations of worth or meaning. My goal is to
remind those who have already read some poetry in the past of pleasures
they may have experienced before but forgotten, or to introduce others who
did not have such experience to some things they have missed. It is never too
late to take up something new and discover enjoyment and satisfaction in it.

I take pleasure here in thanking all those teachers, authors, and students
who have taught me along my way. I wish to cite especially Professors Phillip
Harth and Howard Weinbrot of the University of Wisconsin for their ex-
ceptional scholarly and critical guidance. I also remember with gratitude the
books, essays, lectures, and editions by such scholars as Cleanth Brooks and
Maynard Mack, who join wisdom with insight, learning, and eloquence. And
I must not neglect to mention some of the great teachers I had many years
ago, from Frank O’Connor, the Irish short story writer whose classes in
modern literature were a human delight, to Alvin Whitley, one of the great
university lecturers in the Johnsonian tradition.

1 wish also to thank Kathy Wendland, a wonderful editor and dear friend,
for her careful reading of my manuscript and her many excellent suggestions.
Without her help and encouragement, this book would not have been pos-
sible. Any errors that remain are, of course, wholly my own responsibility.

My greatest debt is in the dedication.



A Note on Sources

The primary source of the poems cited in this book is the two-volume
anthology edited by M. H. Abrams and Stephen Greenblatt, The Norton An-
thology of English Literature, 7th ed. (New York: Norton, 2000). For Milton’s
Samson Agonistes 1 have used Merritt Y. Hughes’s edition, John Milton: The
Complete Poems and Major Prose (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill/Odyssey,
1957). For Dryden’s Religio Laici 1 have used Keith Walker’s edition, John
Dryden (The Oxford Authors) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). For
Swift’s poetry (except for “A Description of a City Shower” and “Verses on
the Death of Dr. Swift,” which are in the Norton Anthology), 1 have relied on
Pat Rogers’s edition, Jonathan Swift: The Complete Poems (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1983). For Burns’s “John Anderson My Jo” I have used
Carol McGuirk’s edition, Robert Burns: Selected Poems (London: Penguin,
1993).
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& CHAPTER 1

Introduction to Reading Poetry

Poetry is something for everyone to enjoy, not just a select few. Anyone who
reads at a high school level should be able to take pleasure in it with a
minimum of aid. As surprising as it may seem to modern readers, given
the difficulty of much poetry since the early twentieth century, most poets
throughout history have actually been interested in communicating with their
readers, not in baffling them or putting them off. Occasionally, of course, a
poet will write primarily for a limited audience, a few insiders or an educated
elite, but overall, poets wish to be understood and appreciated, if for nothing
more than to sell their books.

In the poetry that follows, readers will find much to interest them, from
a surprising variety of ideas to a wide range of emotion, sharp wit, verbal
music, and an abundance of imaginative delight. In addition, the lives and
times of the poets will be briefly considered in order to provide a useful con-
text for the reader. Poems are not written in a vacuum, of course, but often
refer to historical events or figures that may not be familiar to us today, as
well as to personal concerns of the poet. Such topical references that occur
will be briefly described and their relevance to the poetry explained, so the
reader may readily understand and appreciate the poet’s point. The pleasure
of reading this poetry should not be lost for lack of a few pertinent historical
or biographical facts.

The broad subject of this book is the major poetry written in English from
1600 to 1800. This period is not as well known as some others, such as the
Renaissance with Shakespeare or the Romantic period in the early nineteenth
century. Still, there is much to enjoy in the poetry of this era, much even that
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is surprisingly contemporary in its concerns. Some of the greatest poets in
English, like John Milton and Alexander Pope, wrote during this time but are
practically unknown today. Yet they are brilliant handlers of the language
with a wonderful variety of poems, many of which are quite accessible to
modern readers. The first part of this period, to the middle of the seventeenth
century, is usually characterized as one dominated by the so-called Meta-
physical Poets, a name that suggests they reveal a strong philosophical
interest in their poetry. The most important Metaphysical Poets we will con-
sider are John Donne and Andrew Marvell, but we will see that, despite the
name, they are not always very serious or interested only in philosophical
themes. Moreover, there are other poets at this time, like Ben Jonson and
Robert Herrick, who do not fully share their concerns. The later period, once
called the Neoclassical Age but now more accurately termed the Restoration
(roughly from 1660 to 1700) and the eighteenth century, was dominated
first by satire and later by themes of sympathy and sensibility. Still, as we
shall see, other themes and kinds of poetry than these were written and
enjoyed. Diversity is clearly one of this poetry’s main features.

These two hundred years or so in England were often turbulent and oc-
casionally marred by violent conflict. In the seventeenth century the country
was moving from a largely feudal society to a freer, more capitalistic econ-
omy and a somewhat more constitutional form of monarchy. It was sharply
divided in the middle of the century by a civil war that pitted the king
(Charles 1) against the Parliament, Puritan against Anglican, community
against community, and brother against brother. The issues were serious and
of continuing relevance: among these were such problems as the nature and
scope of the freedoms of worship and speech, the rights of citizens versus the
royal prerogative, the powers of Parliament, and the relation of church and
state. The repercussions of these conflicts and changes lasted into the next
century, though, after a brief interruption when Oliver Cromwell ruled, Eng-
land reestablished its monarchy on a firm constitutional basis with Parlia-
ment taking on a more prominent role than it had before. In the eighteenth
century the English expanded their trading activities, enriching themselves,
but also bringing them into conflict with other countries, as well as with
some of their own colonies, most notably the one that became the United
States. The industrial revolution began later in this century, a movement that
was to transform England and later the world. The poetry written during
these years does not usually deal specifically with these events, but the poet
may allude to them or incorporate them indirectly into the poem. These ref-
erences will be explained as needed, either in the margin of the text or in the
discussion itself.
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Today, it seems, few people read poems for pleasure, especially the older
sort, in part because they have never had much exposure to poetry and in part
because they do not see its relevance. Yet the basic principles for reading poetry
are few and well known. In fact, they are not much different from those for
reading prose. Poetry is not a mystery, though it may deal with the mysterious
and the haunting, or the ambiguous and the elusive as well as the beautiful and
the ugly. All of life is its province. What follows here is a brief review, for those
who feel the need for it, of some of the basic principles intended to help in
reading this poetry with greater understanding and pleasure.

The first principle in reading poetry is to realize that it is generally indirect.
That is, poetry often makes its point or introduces its subject not by stating it
directly but through figures of speech, which are nonliteral expressions
meant to evoke the subject in a certain way or for a particular response. A
poet, for example, may employ comparisons to unexpected objects or un-
usual things that do not at first seem relevant. Such comparisons (called
metaphors or similes) characterize the subject in ways that enhance our un-
derstanding or appreciation of it. Poets rarely call a spade a spade, because
they want to dig deeper than the literal object can go. When Robert Burns
writes, “O my Love’s like a red, red rose / That's newly sprung in June,” he
wants us to see how beautiful his beloved is and to sense how deep his feel-
ing is for her. The word “like” makes the comparison between love and a rose
explicit; this is called a simile. The rose, everyone knows, is a traditional
symbol for love as red is a symbol for passion. The repetition of “red” un-
derscores the depth of the color as well as of the poet’s affection, while the
second line, with its associations of spring and new life, furthers the idea of
his beloved’s freshness, vitality, and beauty. In just a few words the poet
evokes a powerful feeling of love that we might otherwise think is inde-
scribable. The lilting rhythm and songlike sounds of his lines reinforce this
effect as well.

Sometimes poets will not signal the comparison being made, but create
a kind of equation between two things to suggest that this one equals, or
is identical to, that one, or they may let the equation remain implicit. This
metaphorical comparison is less obvious than with a simile, but nevertheless
is usually clear enough, especially as the poem develops. When John Donne
writes in one of his Holy Sonnets (No. 6), “This is my play’s last scene,” we
know that he means his life is drawing to a close. It is not just “like” a drama,
it is one. Comparing one’s life to a play was commonplace in the Renais-
sance, as in Shakespeare’s “All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and
women merely players” (Jaques in As You Like It, 2.7.139-140). Donne con-
tinues in his sonnet with other metaphors for his life, comparing it to a



