JOHN WILMOT, POET.private 
There is probably no English poet of any era whose reputation as a poet has been more obscured by his reputation as a man. Roland Barthes might have written his well-known polemic 'The Death of the Author' on his behalf. In this essay I shall attempt to avoid the tyranny of biography and look instead at a few works by the infamous Earl of Rochester, a poet I believe to have dealt more clearly and astutely with major social and existential issues than anyone has given him credit for.

It is clear, however, that most of Rochester's energies were directed more towards what we might call the 'theatre of life' than the stage, politics, or poetry. It is life, 'action', that is the proper sphere of 'reason', and unnecessary thinking is severely chastised in two of his major works. Rochester clearly disbelieves in the Metaphysics of his age. He follows Hobbes in taking an increasingly materialist analysis of human folly, an analysis which culminates in the masterful 'Upon Nothing', a statement of scepticism so profound as to constitute nihilism.

Rochester seems to me the true heir of the 'Metaphysical' poetry of Jacobean times, the usefulness of which post-facto critical term seems chiefly to lie in these poets' employment of high-flown philosophical extended metaphors as a structural stylistic device. He, like them (whoever they may be), makes great play of the extended metaphor, working his way through it in order to find the whole picture it reveals. What he manifestly does not share with them is their religious fervour. Rochester is a striking contrast with his older contemporary Milton, whose works express psychology through myth, whose religious faith, individual as it was, and peculiar involuted diction speak of and from another age. Rochester is by comparison strikingly modern. Milton's characteristic works are immensely long, symbolic poems, reaching back for their models to the Greek epic and the Bible, dealing with matters of Theology and conscience which Rochester would surely have dismissed as entirely irrelevant and, indeed, imaginary. Rochester is also funny, a quality for which Milton could never be indicted. There are few poets who can make one laugh out loud after 200 years, but Rochester can.

Hobbe's direct influence on Rochester's thought is perhaps debatable, but their similarities are many. Both men are notably more rationalistic, or anti-metaphysical and, in the Marxist sense, 'materialistic' than their contemporaries. Rochester's style is traced by knowledgeable commentators such as Pinto and Vieth to the poems of Quarles; and Walker can detect 'the cadences of the Prayer Book'. He also undoubtedly has a knowledge of Latin and Greek satirists, having been credited with various translations and adaptations over the years. Indeed, the establishment of a reliable 'canon' for this poet has been difficult, his poems having been circulated only in manuscript at Court in his lifetime.

The poems I intend to treat are the 'Satyr against Man and Reason', 'Upon Nothing', 'An allusion to Horace' and, by way of contrast, two love poems, 'Love and Life', and 'My dear Mistress has a Heart'. Rochester is sharp, clear, witty, elegant, clear-sighted, and writes in plain English with a strong, sweet rhythm and a judicious ear. The contrast with Milton's crabbed, archaic, allusion-encrusted, aggrandising, portentous, overbearing and turgid ouevre leads me to conclude that Rochester is a necessary purgative. A Marxist critic might find much to approve in Rochester, but he is no revolutionary, and never critcises Kingship, though he may poke fun at a King of whom he is plainly fond. He is no Humanist either. Indeed, the very corruption and self-deception he criticises are the conditions for his own existence as Court Wit, Libertine and Aristocrat. 

'An Allusion to Horace' is based on the Latin of Horace's Tenth Satyr of the first book. Rochester employs it chiefly as the vehicle for a stinging attack on Dryden; 'vicious but fair', in the Monty Python phrase. The general tenor of his criticism is that Dryden writes too much and too loosely, with 'useless words' that 'oppress the wearied ear'. 'The heavy mass, that stuffs up his loose volumes' obscures what is good in his work, and yet Dryden himself is willing to criticise others Rochester clearly regards as Dryden's superiors, finding 'Jonson dull', 'Fletcher uncorrect' and 'Shakespeare's style stiff and affected'. Although Rochester allows that Dryden is a poet (he says he is best fitted to wear the laurel, in a neat pun, on his 'Sacred Temples', and 'his excellencies more than faults abound') he is quite clear that such criticism of others amounts to an unreasonable degree of self-praise. He describes Dryden's 'fancy' as 'lumpish', and states that he lacks 'Spirit and grace'.

Dryden's own literary criticism gives Rochester his opening. Dryden expresses a certain disdain for Shakespeare's 'Janus-like' talent, for example, a talent which writes both above and below current standards, he feels. This disdain is reflected back and magnified in Rochester almost to contempt. Dryden's works are 'embroidered' with 'Wit' and 'Learning', which sounds like praise, and yet embroidery is a mere additional decoration to the fabric, not part of the fabric itself, not woven in -structural- to the text. Contempt is clearer still in the satrising of Dryden's attempts to be thought a 'tearing blade', since 'when he would be sharp, he was still blunt'. This bespeaks a certain aristocratic disdain for Dryden as a socially inferior professional writer. There is a typically patrician view of Dryden expressed in a letter to Savile.


'He is a rarity which I cannot but be fond of,

 
as one would be of a hog that could fiddle, or a singing owl.'

This mixture of contempt and affection could hardly please Dryden. Thormahlen suggests that the falling out of Dryden and Rochester may have been partly due to Dryden's disasterous musical adaptation of 'Paradise Lost' (a grotesque idea worthy of Andrew Lloyd-Weber, and a work hardly calculated to please Rochester, whose distance from Milton I have already tried to measure), but whatever the reason, and a degree of snobbery is evident, it seems clear that Rochester felt some personal animosity.

Crtics seem to agree that this is one of Rochester's last major works, and Dryden's best work was written after Rochester's death. However we read lines 77-80, they are far outnumbered by criticisms, criticisms which seem both acute and accurate. If criticising others leaves one open to criticism oneself how well can Rochester withstand such an investigation?  And what constitutes good poetry rather than bad? 

The answer to the second question would seem to be largely carried in the line


'Your Rhetorick with your Poetry, unite ;'

which I interpret as meaning that your argument must fit with your expression; content and form must be of a piece. 'Stile' may 'rise' to suit the occasion, but only if it avoids 'useless words'. Humour is advised too:


'A jest in scorn points out and hits the thing


More home than the morosest Satyrs sting.'

Writers singled out for praise include 


'hasty Shadwell and slow Wycherley'

the former, praised for 'just bold strokes' shows 'great mastery with little care', the opposite of Wycherley who 'wants' [lacks] 'no judgement, nor he spares no pains', and thereby


'frequently excells, and at the least


Makes fewer faults than any of the best.'

these two alone have 'touched upon true comedy'.

Sidley is praised for his seductive love poetry in lines which rise with passion and then melt and soften in appropriate admiration.


'that can with a resistless charm impart,


the loosest wishes to the chastest heart,


raise such a conflict, kindle such a fire


Betwixt declining virtue and desire


Till the poor Vanquished maid dissolves away


In Dreams all night, in Sighs, and Tears all day.'

'declining virtue' is a nice double use of the verb, meaning both virtue which refuses, and virtue in retreat.

Dryden's 'choice pen', however, commits 'gross faults'. This is perhaps the crux of it, that Dryden's talent is acknowledged, he has a 'choice pen', but he fails to employ it selectively enough. Worse still, his 'Sense' is defective. The first of these is indeed the fault imputed to Rochester by many critics, he is described as 'easy', and thought of as not applying himself to his art, a criticism it appears to me he would have taken much amiss. 'Buckhurst', later the Earl of Dorset, is praised for his satire. In a brief space, Rochester delivers intelligent and perceptive judgements on 19 contemporary writers, and sets forth in part his own poetic manifesto, which although expressed mainly in the negative is upheld by his plain, lively, interesting, flexible, motion-filled language. For Pinto, this work proves Rochester both the last of the Metaphysicals and the first of the Augustans.


'This was the kind of poetry which the Augustans were always trying to

 
write, poetry that has the grace, the coolness, the ease


and the equable flow of good conversation.'

(Pinto, '62, p.137)

If Rochester proves himself an astute critic, how does he fare as a philosopher?  'Upon Nothing' I consider his masterpiece, however flawed. It may be maintained that most poetry is about nothing, but it is rare to find a work that proclaims it, and amazing to discover one which spreads this thin cover over an annihilating critique of the fields of Metaphysics and Politics. 'Upon Nothing' starts with what must have been a blasphemous parody of Genesis in its time, but seems to me now a close relation of Taoism. Rochester portrays Nothing as having existed before the creation as it were as a being in itself, and he plays with this characterisation of Nothing as primal force throughout. Creation is caused by a splitting within Nothing which is also an act of birth, the birth of an equally amorphous 'Something, the universal attribute of all.' Hegel's account of 'becoming' as an interchange between being and nothingness, Plato's conception of 'essence' which precedes 'substance', the Kaballistic notion of the infinitely distant and unknowable pure force of God splitting and being differentiated in a ladder or tree of energies, the 'Big Bang' theory of the Universe's expansion from a point source, all these and any other mythological / scientific / religious cosmologies are here brought into play. And reduced to.........Nothing, for reasons made clearer in the 'Satyr upon Man and Reason'. The first four verses parody Genesis, and introduce 'Something' as the active principle, the Yang to nothing's Yin. Something, which,

'...........from fruitful emptiness's hand


snatched men, beasts, birds, fire, water, air and land.'

After Genesis in four verses (compared to Milton this is startlingly swift. Milton took longer than God.) we have Plato and Lucifer (the rebel light) and the procession of concretising attributes, Matter, form, time, place and body, which constitute a catalogue of abstract categories, a taxonomy we use to measure and define what is. These unite together against...... Nothing. But Time, as we know, betrays matter, casting it back into Nothing's 'hungry womb'.

So then, dear Nothing, who is it that is permitted to pry into your mysteries?  Only the priest, 'the Divine'. Note here connotations of divination, the seeing into the hidden, and also of Godhead. And what truth does he find there?  Nothing. What can the wise say of you?  Only that nothing keeps nothing from the virtuous, (that they are not rewarded). The wicked pray to be part of you.


'Inquire, define, distinguish, teach, devise,' (line 29)
enumerates the various activities of academics. The use of the word 'distinguish' brings us back to taxonomy, to grids of reference, categories. Ferdinand de Saussure defined language (and by implication everything for which we use language as a representational system) as 'a fully articulated system of differences', difference being determined by the gap between things, the making of edges, the interstices of thought, the nothing that divides thing from thing. 'The wise' here mentioned (line 28) would seem to be the secular philosophers of the Universities, who were I believe largely Aristotelian rather than Neo-Platonist. Nothing is thus at the core of both Science and Religion.


'dids't thou not stand to point their blind philosophies' (line 30)

with the structural opposition 'stand'/'point, point meaning to direct, but with connotations of sharpen. And of course, being Nothing, you do not stand or point, and therefore the efforts of the wise are indeed vain. Rochester may even be going so far as to suggest that it is the embodiment, the characterisation of abstractions such as God that is basically at fault in human thinking. What we do not know we invent, and these inventions have power over us. This concludes the first line of argument, which, verse 9 excluded, I consider a work of supreme merit, combining intelligence, insight, cynicism and wit in a cool and lucid satire of crushing force and subtle inflection. There is now a rather sudden switch from philosophy and religion to politics. 'Is or is not' and 'true or false', these binary opposites in which we habitually think are here reconciled in their natural unity....... Nothing. Then come the jokes. 'Sacred Monarchs' are advised by councillors fit, at best, for nothing. 'Princes coffers' and 'Statesmen's brains' are full of nothing. Nothing is given 'Reverend Shapes and forms' by fools in 'Lawn sleeves and furs and gowns', who are in fact nothing dressed up as nothing, and who then 'look wise' like Nothing. Thormahlen suggests (p.138) that 'Lawn sleeves' stand for bishops, 'furs' for Lords and 'gowns' for academics, thus recapping and focussing criticisms made so far in the poem.

The penultimate verse is a catalogue of that sort of joke on 'National Character' which still survives to this day. They are presented rather in the manner of those tiny books of blank pages sold as 'The wit and Wisdom of Margaret Thatcher', or more exactly 'The Italian book of War Heroes'. Some of these characterisations are still current. 'Spanish Dispatch', for example is still preserved in the idea of the Spanish/Mexican 'manyana' - a tomorrow which never comes. The final verse explicitly criticises  


'The Great man's Gratitude to his best friend'

directly compares 'Kings promises' and 'Whores vowes', and confirms with a solemn, religiose flourish that they


'flow swiftly into thee, and in thee ever end.'

Now, I'm not suggesting that this constitutes a coherent philosophy, but rather a philosophy which maintains that all philosophies are philosophies of incoherence, a basic doubt that a coherent philosophy is either possible or would be useful if it were. Although the poem addresses itself to one subject, (no subject); Nothing; it is only the metaphorical clothing, the conceptual envelope, of a series of separate attacks, on Creationism, philosophy, religion, science, politics, the Academy, the honour, intelligence and personal loyalty of men in authority, and speculative thought of all kinds. Rochester is thus accused of Nihilism, which is quite possible, but there is a sense of morality behind his criticisms of 'great men' and 'Kings promises', and it seems to me that Rochester feels that thinking has gone too far, that it is deluding itself and others with an empty, pompous display. A limit to reason is explicitly set in the Satyr to which I shall turn next. I have not had much to say about the stately, measured, reasonble, apposite, subtly religiose and dignified tone and language of the piece, but it achieves an atmosphere of absurd dignity, solemn and demented. Certain models have been suggested by various critics, the writings of Hobbes among them, and a beautiful poem by Crashaw, a translation from Latin included in 'Steps to the Temple', which begins


'Oh mighty Nothing !, unto thee


Nothing, we owe all things that bee'

(quoted in Thormahlen, p.147-8)

In my judgement the poem suffers only from a lack of unity - it has too many targets, (but only one subject), and they are unified by......... Nothing. This is the culmination and annihilation of the Metaphysical style.

'The Satyr against Man and Reason' is a longer and less elegant poem, in which certain commentators from Thomas Rymer on have detected the influence of Boileau, a French satirist. The main focus of the first part of the poem is the utility of 'Reason' divorced from 'sense', 'the light of Nature'. Sense is here primarily the five senses, but contains common sense and meaning too. Reason is attacked as an imaginary sixth sense which is, in contrast to 'certain instinct', right only once in fifty times. It is an 'ignis fatuus' which leads its victim through unnecessary efforts into 'doubt's boundless sea', where


'Books bear him up awhile, and make him try


to swim with bladders of Philosophy.'
(how beautiful, how beautiful.) This whole section is structured by the extension of the metaphor of reason leading one astray, the geography of the resultant travels being superbly judged to express the absurdity of the struggle. 'Mountains of whimsies' on which we stumble lead us to this priceless image, both a knowingly preposterous extension of the consequences of the metaphor, a desperate striving to bring all parts into coherent relation which characterises the activities of 'reason', whilst simultaneously poking fun at the material itself through the absurdity of the image. 'Bladders of Philosophy' indeed. 

In the end, reason's victim dies, to discover


'All his life he has been in the wrong.'

Next, in what seems a rather regretful and unusually autobiographical passage, 'Wit' is castigated as a 


'..........vain, frivolous pretence


Of pleasing others at his own expense.'


'Wits are treated just like common whores,


First they're enjoyed, and then kicked out of doors.'

This is because the 'fop' fears the 'wit', as he knows he is a possible butt of his humour, and therefore hates him.

Then comes an interruption by a pompous Cleric, who supports anything Rochester might say against 'this gibing, jingling knack called wit', but warns against criticising


'Best glorious Man!  to whom alone kind heaven


An everlasting Soul has freely given'

and goes on to glorify reason. 

The poet cannot stand any more of this, and breaks in, decrying this overweening reason in a series of devastating couplets. There is something inherently final and definite in Rochester's use of the couplet form which itself seems to condemn the object of his scorn.


'This supernatural gift, that makes a mite


Think he's the image of the infinite.'


'this busy, puzzling stirrer up of doubt


That frames deep mysteries, then finds 'em out.'


'So charming ointments make an old witch fly,


And bear a crippled carcass through the sky.'


'And we have modern cloistered coxcombs who


Retire to think, 'cause they have naught to do.'

It seems certain what Rochester would have thought of academic literary criticism.

Next comes Rochester's limit to the right use of reason.


'But thoughts are given for action's government;


Where action ceases, thought's impertinent.


Our sphere of action is life's happiness,


And he who thinks beyond, thinks like an Ass.'

and so, with reason kept in bounds, Rochester turns to man, who is declared in the main less wise and always morally inferior to the beasts. Man betrays man through deceit, merely for pleasure, which animals never do. Man is also impugned for cowardice


'By fear, to fear, succesively betrayed.'

and for the lust of power which represents safety, leading to the neat paradox


'All men would be cowards if they durst.'

besides which, since all men are cheats, one would have to be mad not to cheat too. In fact we are all subject to 'the pretending part of the proud world', (that is the top echelons of human society, ideologues of all sorts)


'Who swollen with selfish vanity devise


False freedoms, holy cheats, and formal lies


Over their fellow slaves to tyrannise.'

This trinity encompasses politician, cleric and academic, the real targets of Rochester's spleen. The three strands of ideology they represent, religion, politics and philosophy are for Rochester the bases of human enslavement, just as they are for Althusser or Gramsci. Rochester makes clear, however, that the wielders of this power are also its victims, they are our 'fellow slaves'.

Rochester then subsides into a sustained grumble about Politicians and corrupt Clergymen, in which he takes a Hobbesian line on social organisation, and says more or less that if you can show him an honest politician and a devout and humble priest he will agree to follow their laws. He doesn't seem to think it likely, however, and the general tenor of the final section is less heated and has less life than those which preceeded it.

Rochester's anger is directed at hypocrisy, mystification and pride, both intellectual and temporal. He wishes to make plain the limits of intellectual effort, he feels, as perhaps he justly might amid the controversies and experiments of his age, that speculation is fruitless when it seeks to determine that which is beyond its understanding, an understanding necessarily based on sensory experience. He challenges the metaphysical bases of ideological constructs, and clearly distrusts the Platonic/Christian conception of man as well as Aristotelian scholasticism. He is, as the satyr must be, motivated by disgust, and it is a moral disgust, based on an unstated morality which approves honesty, sincerity and humility, and which places the natural ('instinct', the 'beasts') above the cultural (politics, the court, religion, the University). He comes close to Milton's apparent position on contemporary scientific / philosophical debates, that is that it is best not to enquire into the hidden. Milton, however, clearly feels that there are things to be discovered, although they are not our concern, whereas Rochester doubts whether there is anything that can be definitely known, or any way of certainly discovering what it might be. This is a strikingly modern notion, mixing Post-structuralism with Marxist materialism, like Derrida, except that this is not so much a deconstruction as a demolition.

Does anything seem real to Rochester?  Only, perhaps, the truth of his senses, and more definitely certain emotional responses. He is capable of expressing more than scorn, as is demonstrated in his lyrics 'Love and Life' and 'My dear Mistress has a Heart'. Physical pleasure, though ardently sought, is not reliable, as other poems testify. Impotence of one sort or another is a recurring topic. What he seeks, and he has this in common with many other active minds, perhaps with everyone, is a clear sense of being at this moment in the world, undistracted by thought, which is a barrier, or set in opposition to direct experience. His feelings in 'My dear Mistress' are complex and many-layered. The language is consistently simple and unforced, the rhythm graceful. It is a short work of great poise. 

His Mistress' kindness is praised, but this is counterbalanced, undermined by her 'inconstancy', the same quality of tenderness in fact, only directed away from him towards another. His own heart is jealous of her heart's kindness. In the second verse her attractions are seen as lures as much for others as himself. What attracts him also threatens him. 'Melting Joys' sound good, but 'Killing Pleasures', even with its subtext of fulfilled desire, and 'Wounding blisses' do not. While 'she can dress her eyes with Love', she may also 'arm' her lips 'with Kisses'. Her charm is not only physical. 'Angels listen when she speaks', and of course Angels are incorpereal and spiritual beings, whose connotations include beauty, order and virtue. Angels are pure spirits, closer to God than ourselves. So while 'She's my delight' she is also 'all mankind's wonder;', anybody, everybody might fall in love with her, and she, so kind, so soft-hearted, might reciprocate the affection. Such possessive love is a threat both to itself and to others. The plainness, the simplicity of the piece is most touching.

'Love and Life' is another lyric of elegant simplicity, with a rather more formal rhythm. The verse is five lines long, in an a b a a b pattern with a short three-stress last line. It concerns itself directly with the experience of the moment. The past is merely memory, the future 'is not'. He has only each present moment, which he gives to his beloved as soon as it arrives. There is a sting in this tail, however. His beloved, it becomes clear, is reproaching him for 'Inconstancy, False Hearts, and broken Vows'. By his denial of past and future he seeks to escape her censure, to keep her only in the moment with him. He promises little. He dwells on the existential miracle of the present, but it is equally a miracle that he can remain constant to her even for 'this live long minute'.
'Tis all that heav'n allows.' he declares, taking refuge in the supernatural. 

Well, so much humbug, I suppose, but an attractive inversion of the 'Carpe Diem' theme, and a view of the possessive heart from the other side. It is, in fact, a beautifully precise and complete poem carried by a meter that may have been destroyed by the Victorians.

Rochester's rhythm and rhyme are never uncomfortably smooth like the Augustans who succeed him, his work maintains a natural flow, he argues beautifully, his imagery can be strikingly judged, and his use of the extended metaphor, especially for comic purposes, surpasses even Donne. While he is certainly not a complete poet, (and who is ?), he is both challenging and affecting, and critics who remark on his 'ease' seem to be complaining that he should be talented. If by 'ease' they mean that his tone is conversational, as it often is, then this seems to me to be a far better tone than Milton's obscurantist preaching from a self-constructed mountain top, or Dryden's dry mumble. Rochester is funny but not always frivolous. Of John Wilmot, John Dryden and John Milton, I know which I prefer.

