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Preface

This anthology seeks to represent the poetry of the Elizabe-
than age by a selection of poems written in five of the literary
genres which were highly popular at the time: the sonnet,
lyric, satire, pastoral and Ovidian romance. An arrangement
of the poems by their genres rather than in simple chrono-
logical order has several advantages. It avoids the risk
of bewildering the reader with what is likely to appear an
amorphous and diverse poetic miscellany. More importantly,
it enables the conventions of style and subject matter appro-
priate to each genre to be the more readily appreciated;
accordingly, it encourages a fuller understanding of indivi-
dual poems because each one is placed in a significant literary
context. Indeed, it is the way the Elizabethans themselves,
who were so conscious of literary genres, would have wished
their poems to be read. Within each genre-section poems by
individual authors appear in chronological order so that a
general sense not only of the development of the genre but
also of an individual poet’s skill in it is maintained.

Some few poems have been included chiefly for their his-
torical interest (the extract from Gascoigne’s The Steel Glass
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and from Turbervile’s translation of Mantuan, the poems in
quantitative measure by Sidney and Campion), but all others
have been selected for their literary merit alone. This means
that many works which might usefully have demonstrated
the variety within each genre have been excluded on the
grounds of inferiority. Rather than to offer a completely
representative survey of each genre, the anthology is designed
to enable the best poems of the Elizabethan period to be read
in the best possible light.

The design of the anthology has necessarily involved some
difficult decisions of classification, and it is hardly to be ex-
pected that the reader will always agree with the inclusion of
a particular poem in a particular section. The Elizabethans
themselves, while they classified poetry as fervently as they
classified everything else in the cosmos, were also aware of
overlapping. There was nothing to prevent a poem in one
genre from employing elements of another. ‘If severed they
be good, the conjunction cannot be hurtful’, as Sidney wrote
of heroic and pastoral poetry. Many of the pastorals here are
also lyrics; some have elements of satire; the Ovidian romance
has a strong pastoral flavour. It must be emphasized that
while this anthology is intended to draw attention to the
Elizabethans’ awareness of the ‘kinds’ of poetry, its categoriza-
tion of poems is not inflexible and each section is not to be
considered completely self-contained. Naturally the reader is
free to disagree with the category in which a poem has been
placed, since he may prefer to read it in a totally different
context. But it is hoped that he may appreciate too the reasons
why it appears where it does in this anthology.

The selection of poems is intended to represent the ‘high
period’ of Elizabethan poetry, from the late 15708, when Sid-
ney was writing his Arcadia and when Spenser published his
Shepheardes Calender (1579), to the end of Elizabeth’s reign. How-
ever, a few poets who wrote earlier in the Queen’s lifetime
have been included: Wyatt and Surrey, both for their in-
dividual worth and because they were regarded as the ‘two
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chief lanterns of light’ illuminating the way for those who
followed; Turbervile and Gascoigne, who were lesser poets
but whose works are nevertheless of much interest, par-
ticularly in relation to the greater that were to come. The
last year of Elizabeth’s reign, 1603, is taken as marking the
end of the Elizabethan period of literature, and the boundary
has been overstepped on very few occasions and only for
reasons which are fairly evident (the best sonnets of Drayton,
for instance, were not published until 1619, but it would surely
be improper to omit them). The lyrics of Jonson and Donne
have not been fully represented, partly because their com-
plete works are readily available, but chiefly because they are
usually, and rightly, considered poets of a new age, even
though their early works were written in Elizabeth’s reign:
their subjects, attitudes and techniques belong to the seven-
teenth not to the sixteenth century. Consequently only their
early lyrics and those which are most ‘Elizabethan’ in style
have been represented here.

Texts have been taken from early editions or manuscripts,
as indicated after each poem or before each group of poems.
Emendations of the copy texts have been made sparingly, and
in every instance they have been recorded in footnotes. Only
obvious misprints in the original texts have been corrected
silently. In a few cases variants which are possibly superior,
or are otherwise interesting for the interpretation of a poem,
have also been recorded in footnotes. In these instances, if
the work in which the variant occurs bears the same title as
the copy text, it is designated simply by its date of publication,
placed in parenthesis. In all cases an indication of the date of
composition of a poem has been given in a footnote if it
differs significantly from the publication date. Titles which
have been given to extracts from longer poems are placed in
square brackets, as they are the editor’s own.

Since the orthography and punctuation of Elizabethan
poems is so varied (and often not the poet’s own in any case),
spelling and punctuation of the text and of variant readings
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have been modernized for the sake of uniformity and clarity.
However, the original spelling in Spenser’s poems has not
been altered. Just as Spenser’s deliberate use of ‘olde and
obsolete wordes’ (as E.K. wrote) brings ‘great grace’ and
‘auctoritie’ to the verse, so too does his spelling, and the
archaic flavour of his poetry would be greatly reduced were
it to be modernized. Spenser’s original punctuation has also
been retained, but in a few instances, when the meaning
would otherwise be obscure, it has been silently emended.
The use of i, j, u, v and / has been regularized, ampersands
have been expanded, and (as elsewhere) diphthongs have
been replaced by separate letters.

Except in Spenser’s poems, the final suffix -ed has always
been printed in full, with the e marked with an accent when
it is intended that it should be sounded. If the ¢ is sounded in
normal pronunciation it is left unmarked. This policy has the
virtues of simplicity and consistency, and should be helpful
in reading the lines as their scansion requires them to be read.
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