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ygh—e're are few greater delights than to go back three or four hundred
years and become in fancy at least an Elizabethan. That such fancies are only
fancies, that this “becoming an Elizabethan”, this reading sixteenth-century
writing as currently and certainly as we read our own is an illusion, is no doubt
true. Very likely the Elizabethans would find our pronunciation of their
language unintelligible; our fancy picture of what it pleases us to call
Elizabethan life would rouse their ribald merriment. Still, the instinct that
drives us to them is so strong and the freshness and vigour that blow through
their pages are so sweet that we willingly run the risk of being laughed at, of
being ridiculous.

And if we ask why we go further astray in this particular region of English
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literature than in any other, the answer is no doubt that Elizabethan prose, for
all its beauty and bounty, was a very imperfect medium. It was almost
incapable of fulfilling one of the offices of prose which is to make people talk,
simply and naturally, about ordinary things. In an age of utilitarian prose like
our own, we know exactly how people spend the hours between breakfast and
bed, how they behave when they are neither one thing nor the other, neither
angry nor loving, neither happy nor miserable. Poetry ignores these slighter
shades; the social student can pick up hardly any facts about daily life from
Shakespeare’s plays; and if prose refuses to enlighten us, then one avenue of
approach to the men and women of another age is blocked. Elizabethan prose,
still scarcely separated off from the body of its poetry, could speak
magnificently, of course, about the great themes — how life is short, and death
certain; how spring is lovely, and winter horrid — perhaps, indeed, the lavish
and towering periods that it raises above these simple platitudes are due to the
fact that it has not cheapened itself upon trifles. But the price it pays for this
soaring splendour is to be found in its awkwardness when it comes to earth —
when Lady Sidney, for example, finding herself cold at nights, has to solicit the
Lord Chamberlain for a better bedroom at Court. Then any housemaid of her
own age could put her case more simply and with greater force. Thus, if we go
to the Elizabethan prose-writers to solidify the splendid world of Elizabethan
poetry as we should go now to our biographers, novelists, and journalists to
solidify the world of Pope, of Tennyson, of Conrad, we are perpetually baffled
and driven from our quest. What, we ask, was the life of an ordinary man or
woman in the time of Shakespeare? Even the familiar letters of the time give us
little help. Sir Henry Wotton is pompous and ornate and keeps us stiffly at
arm’s length. Their histories resound with drums and trumpets. Their
broadsheets reverberate with meditations upon death and reflections upon the
immortality of the soul. Our best chance of finding them off their guard and so
becoming at ease with them is to seek one of those unambitious men who haunt
the outskirts of famous gatherings, listening, observing, sometimes taking a

note in a book. But they are difficult to find. Gabriel Harvey perhaps, the friend
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of Spenser and of Sidney, might have fulfilled that function. Unfortunately the
values of the time persuaded him that to write about rhetoric, to write about
Thomas Smith, to write about Queen Elizabeth in Latin, was better worth doing
than to record the table talk of Spenser and Sir Philip Sidney. But he possessed
to some extent the modern instinct for preserving trifles, for keeping copies of
letters, and for making notes of ideas that struck him in the margins of books. If
we rummage among these fragments we shall, at any rate, leave the highroad
and perhaps hear some roar of laughter from a tavern door, where poets are
drinking; or meet humble people going about their milking and their
love-making without a thought that this is the great Elizabethan age, or that
Shakespeare is at this moment strolling down the Strand and might tell one, if
one plucked him by the sleeve, to whom he wrote the sonnets, and what he
meant by Hamlet.

The first person whom we meet is indeed a milkmaid — Gabriel Harvey’s
sister Mercy. In the winter of 1574 she was milking in the fields near Saffron
Walden accompanied by an old woman, when a man approached her and
offered her cakes and malmsey wine. When they had eaten and drunk in a
wood and the old woman had wandered off to pick up sticks, the man
proceeded to explain his business. He came from Lord Surrey, a youth of about
Mercy’s own age — seventeen or eighteen that is — and a married man. He
had been bowling one day and had seen the milkmaid; her hat had blown off
and “she had somewhat changed her colour”. In short, Lord Surrey had fallen
passionately in love with her; and sent her by the same man gloves, a silk girdle,
and an enamel posy ring which he had torn from his own hat though his Aunt,
Lady W——, had given it him for a very different purpose. Mercy at first stood
her ground. She was a poor milkmaid, and he was a noble gentleman. But at
last she agreed to meet him at her house in the village. Thus, one very misty,
foggy night just before Christmas, Lord Surrey and his servant came to Saffron
Walden. They peered in at the malthouse, but saw only her mother and sisters;
they peeped in at the parlour, but only her brothers were there. Mercy herself

was not to be seen; and “well mired and wearied for their labour”, there was




CEm R

nothing for it but to ride back home again. Finally, after further parleys, Mercy
agreed to meet Lord Surrey in a neighbour’s house alone at midnight. She
found him in the little parlour “in his doublet and hose, his points untrust, and
his shirt lying round about him”. He tried to force her on to the bed; but she
cried out, and the good wife, as had been agreed between them, rapped on the
door and said she was sent for. Thwarted, enraged, Lord Surrey cursed and
swore, “God confound me, God confound me”, and by way of lure emptied his
pockets of all the money in them — thirteen shillings in shillings and testers it
came to — and made her finger it. Still, however, Mercy made off, untouched,
on condition that she would come again on Christmas eve. But when Christmas
eve dawned she was up betimes and had put seven miles between her and
Saffron Walden by six in the morning, though it snowed and rained so that the
floods were out, and P., the servant, coming later to the place of assignation,
had to pick his way through the water in pattens. So Christmas passed. And a
week later, in the very nick of time to save her honour, the whole story very
strangely was discovered and brought to an end. On New Year’s Eve her
brother Gabriel, the young fellow of Pembroke Hall, was riding back to
Cambridge when he came up with a simple countryman whom he had met at
his father’s house. They rode on together, and after some country gossip, the
man said that he had a letter for Gabriel in his pocket. Indeed, it was addressed
“To my loving brother Mr. G. H.”, but when Gabriel opened it there on the road,
he found that the address was a lie. It was not from his sister Mercy, but to his
sister Mercy. “Mine Own Sweet Mercy”, it began; and it was signed “Thine
more than ever his own Phil”. Gabriel could hardly control himself —*“could
scarcely dissemble my sudden fancies and comprimitt my inward passions”™—
as he read. For it was not merely a love-letter; it was more; it talked about
possessing Mercy according to promise. There was also a fair English noble
wrapped up in the paper. So Gabriel, doing his best to control himself before
the countryman, gave him back the letter and the coin and told him to deliver
them both to his sister at Saffron Walden with this message: “To look ere she

leap. She may pick out the English of it herself.” He rode on to Cambridge; he
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wrote a long letter to the young lord, informing him with ambiguous courtesy
that the game was up. The sister of Gabriel Harvey was not to be the mistress
of a married nobleman. Rather she was to be a maid, “diligent, and trusty and
tractable”, in the house of Lady Smith at Audley End. Thus Mercy’s romance
breaks off; the clouds descend again; and we no longer see the milkmaid, the
old woman, the treacherous serving man who came with malmsey and cakes
and rings and ribbons to tempt a poor girl’s honour while she milked her cows.

This is probably no uncommon story; there must have been many
milkmaids whose hats blew off as they milked their cows, and many lords
whose hearts leapt at the sight so that they plucked the jewels from their hats
and sent their servants to make treaty for them. But it is rare for the girl’s own
letters to be preserved or to read her own account of the story as she was made
to deliver it at her brother’s inquisition. Yet when we try to use her words to
light up the Elizabethan field, the Elizabethan house and living-room, we are
met by the usual perplexities. It is easy enough, in spite of the rain and the fog
and the floods, to make a fancy piece out of the milkmaid and the meadows and
the old woman wandering off to pick up sticks. Elizabethan songwriters have
taught us too well the habit of that particular trick. But if we resist the impulse
to make museum pieces out of our reading, Mercy herself gives us little help.
She was a milkmaid, scribbling love-letters by the light of a farthing dip in an
attic. Nevertheless, the sway of the Elizabethan convention was so strong, the
accent of their speech was so masterful, that she bears herself with a grace and
expresses herself with a resonance that would have done credit to a woman of
birth and literary training. When Lord Surrey pressed her to yield she replied:

The thing you wot of, Milord, were a great trespass towards God, a great
offence to the world, a great grief to my friends, a great shame to myself, and,
as I think, a great dishonour to your lordship. I have heard my father say,
Virginity is ye fairest flower in a maid’s garden, and chastity ye richest dowry a
poor wench can have. . . . Chastity, they say, is like unto time, which, being
once lost, can no more be recovered.

Words chime and ring in her ears, as if she positively enjoyed the act of
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writing. When she wishes him to know that she is only a poor country girl and
no fine lady like his wife, she exclaims, “Good Lord, that you should seek after
so bare and country stuff abroad, that have so costly and courtly wares at
home!” She even breaks into a jog-trot of jingling rhyme, far less sonorous than
her prose, but proof that to write was an art, not merely a means of conveying
facts. And if she wants to be direct and forcible, the proverbs she has heard in
her father’s house come to her pen, the biblical imagery runs in her ears: “And
then were I, poor wench, cast up for hawk’s meat, to mine utter undoing, and
my friends’ exceeding grief”. In short, Mercy the milkmaid writes a natural and
noble style, which is incapable of vulgarity, and equally incapable of intimacy.
Nothing, one feels, would have been easier for Mercy than to read her lover a
fine discourse upon the vanity of grandeur, the loveliness of chastity, the
vicissitudes of fortune. But of emotion as between one particular Mercy and
one particular Philip, there is no trace. And when it comes to dealing exactly in
a few words with some mean object — when, for example, the wife of Sir
Henry Sidney, the daughter of the Duke of Northumberland, has to state her
claim to a better room to sleep in, she writes for all the world like an illiterate
servant girl who can neither form her letters nor spell her words nor make one
sentence follow smoothly after another. She haggles, she niggles, she wears our
patience down with her repetitions and her prolixities. Hence it comes about
that we know very little about Mercy Harvey, the milkmaid, who wrote so well,
or Mary Sidney, daughter to the Duke of Northumberland, who wrote so badly.
The background of Elizabethan life eludes us.

But let us follow Gabriel Harvey to Cambridge, in case we can there pick
up something humble and colloquial that will make these strange Elizabethans
more familiar to us. Gabriel, having discharged his duty as a brother, seems to
have given himself up to the life of an intellectual young man with his way to
make in the world. He worked so hard and he played so little that he made
himself unpopular with his fellows. For it was obviously difficult to combine
an intense interest in the future of English poetry and the capacity of the

English language with card-playing, bear-baiting, and such diversions. Nor
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could he apparently accept everything that Aristotle said as gospel truth. But
with congenial spirits he argued, it is clear, hour by hour, night after night,
about poetry, and metre, and the raising of the despised English speech and the
meagre English literature to a station among the great tongues and literatures of
the world. We are sometimes made to think, as we listen, of such arguments as
might now be going forward in the new Universities of America. The young
English poets speak with a bold yet uneasy arrogance —*“England, since it was
England, never bred more honourable minds, more adventurous hearts, more
valorous hands, or more excellent wits, than of late”. Yet, to be English is
accounted a kind of crime —“nothing is reputed so contemptible and so basely
and vilely accounted of as whatsoever is taken for English”. And if, in their
hopes for the future and their sensitiveness to the opinion of older civilisations,
the Elizabethans show much the same susceptibility that sometimes puzzle us
among the younger countries today, the sense that broods over them of what is
about to happen, of an undiscovered land on which they are about to set foot, is
much like the excitement that science stirs in the minds of imaginative English
writers of our own time. Yet however stimulating it is to think that we hear the
stir and strife of tongues in Cambridge rooms about the year 1570, it has to be
admitted that to read Harvey’s pages methodically is almost beyond the limits
of human patience. The words seem to run red-hot, molten, hither and thither,
until we cry out in anguish for the boon of some meaning to set its stamp on
them. He takes the same idea and repeats it over and over again:

In the sovereign workmanship of Nature herself, what garden of flowers
without weeds? what orchard of trees without worms? what field of corn
without cockle? what pond of fishes without frogs? what sky of light without
darkness? what mirror of knowledge without ignorance? what man of earth
without frailty? what commodity of the world without discommodity?

It is interminable. As we go round and round like a horse in a mill, we
perceive that we are thus clogged with sound because we are reading what we
should be hearing. The amplifications and the repetitions, the emphasis like that

of a fist pounding the edge of a pulpit, are for the benefit of the slow and
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sensual ear which loves to dally over sense and luxuriate in sound — the ear
which brings in, along with the spoken word, the look of the speaker and his
gestures, which gives a dramatic value to what he says and adds to the crest of
an extravagance some modulation which makes the word wing its way to the
precise spot aimed at in the hearer’s heart. Hence, when we lay Harvey’s
diatribes against Nash or his letters to Spenser upon poetry under the light of
the eye alone, we can hardly make headway and lose our sense of any definite
direction. We grasp any simple fact that floats to the surface as a drowning man
grasps a plank — that the carrier was called Mrs. Kerke, that Perne kept a cub
for his pleasure in his rooms at Peterhouse; that “Your last letter . . . was
delivered me at mine hostesses by the fireside, being fast hedged in round
about on every side with a company of honest, good fellows, and at that time
reasonable, honest quaffers”; that Greene died begging Mistress Isam “for a
penny pot of Malmsey”, had borrowed her husband’s shirt when his own was
awashing, and was buried yesterday in the new churchyard near Bedlam at a
cost of six shillings and fourpence. Light seems to dawn upon the darkness. But
no; just as we think to lay hands on Shakespeare’s coat-tails, to hear the very
words rapped out as Spenser spoke them, up rise the fumes of Harvey’s
eloquence and we are floated off again into disputation and eloquence, windy,
wordy, voluminous, and obsolete. How, we ask, as we slither over the pages,
can we ever hope to come to grips with these Elizabethans? And then, turning,
skipping and glancing, something fitfully and doubtfully emerges from the
violent pages, the voluminous arguments — the figure of a man, the outlines of
a face, somebody who is not “an Elizabethan™ but an interesting, complex, and
individual human being.

We know him, to begin with, from his dealings with his sister. We see him
riding to Cambridge, a fellow of his college, when she was milking with poor
old women in the fields. We observe with amusement his sense of the conduct
that befits the sister of Gabriel Harvey, the Cambridge scholar. Education had
put a great gulf between him and his family. He rode to Cambridge from a

house in a village street where his father made ropes and his mother worked in




L

e Common Reader :Egﬁg,;g}: ( Hecond Feries)

@y
i,

the malthouse. Yet though his lowly birth and the consciousness that he had his
way to make in the world made him severe with his sister, fawning to the great,
uneasy and self-centred and ostentatious, it never made him ashamed of his
family. The father who could send three sons to Cambridge and was so little
ashamed of his craft that he had himself carved making ropes at his work and
the carving let in above his fireplace, was no ordinary man. The brothers who
followed Gabriel to Cambridge and were his best allies there, were brothers to
be proud of. He could be proud of Mercy even, whose beauty could make a
great nobleman pluck the jewel from his hat. He was undoubtedly proud of
himself. It was the pride of a self-made man who must read when other people
are playing cards, who owns no undue allegiance to authority and will
contradict Aristotle himself, that made him unpopular at Cambridge and almost
cost him his degree. But it was an unfortunate chance that led him thus early in
life to defend his rights and insist upon his merits. Moreover, since it was true
— since he was abler, quicker, and more learned than other people, handsome
in person too, as even his enemies could not deny (“a smudge piece of a
handsome fellow it hath been in his days” Nash admitted) he had reason to
think that he deserved success and was denied it only by the jealousies and
conspiracies of his colleagues. For a time, by dint of much caballing and much
dwelling upon his own deserts, he triumphed over his enemies in the matter of
the degree. He delivered lectures. He was asked to dispute before the court
when Queen Elizabeth came to Audley End. He even drew her favourable
attention. “He look ut something like an Italian”, she said when he was brought
to her notice. But the seeds of his downfall were visible even in his moment of
triumph. He had no self-respect, no self-control. He made himself ridiculous
and his friends uneasy. When we read how he dressed himself up and “came
ruffling it out huffty tuffty in his suit of velvet” how uneasy he was, at one
moment cringing, at another “‘making no bones to take the wall of Sir Phillip
Sidney”, now flirting with the ladies, now “putting bawdy riddles to them”,
how when the Queen praised him hc was beside himself with joy and talked the

English of Saffron Walden with an Italian accent, we can imagine how his



