
SIDNEY, SPENSER, GREVILLE; POETRY AND POLITICS.private 
Sidney, Spenser and Greville are linked by personal acquaintance and  religious conviction. All three professed to believe in the didactic and morally improving potential of poetry. Greville's optimism in this matter (or, it seems, any other) did not survive a career in politics. Sidney allies a Protestantism sometimes considered 'radical' and sometimes 'moderate' with a form of neo-platonism influenced by Aristotelian poetics, positions which seem opposed but which allow all three writers to employ their creativity in line with an ideological position stressing individual conscience and self-reliance over feudal loyalties. Each writer can be credited with social and class motivations, Sidney and Greville are of the 'Gentry'; Spenser is lower down the social scale than either. Their position leads them to stress attributes they believe they possess; education, patriotism, moral strength and religious seriousness. These are to be put to the service of an expansionist, mercantile economy which will offer a rising educated class opportunities in trade, war and 'plantation'. 

Sidney's 'Defense' underpins the project to unite creativity and Calvinism, a delicate balancing act, one which must reconcile the extremes of Puritan distrust of pleasure and display with Neo-Platonist belief in the God-like power of the poet to participate in creation. It is within these contradictions that all three poets worked. Spenser's writing is full of them, Sidney's concentrates on the creative element, while his politics are aligned towards alliances with European Protestants as a bulwark against Spanish influence, and Greville seems to abandon all but the most inward convictions in the face of the compromises of Government.

Sidney draws the contrast in his 'Defense' between 'erected wit' (which allows us to know 'what perfection is') and 'infected will', which keeps us from attaining it. Ignoring as best I can the suggestive coupling of 'erected' and 'infected', the dichotomy marks a dividing line in the consciousness of these political poets. Greville stresses the 'infected will' and the fallen nature of creation, while Spenser circles endlessly the 'erected wit' with which he glorifies the Monarch. For all their common alleigances the three are stylistically diverse, Spenser deriving influence from a native tradition, Greville turning away from the Petrarchan influence of Sidney.

Henry VIII's adoption of Protestantism was presumably intended to strengthen the Monarchy; it certainly released funds for the State which had previously fallen to the Church. In the Monarchist view later expounded by Elizabethan and Jacobean theorists Monarchy and Religion were virtually the same thing. Protestantism as a State Religion strengthened the centralisation of the political system, weakening the position of the Aristocracy. Many authors have noted a 'democratising' influence in Protestantism, with its stress on an individual relationship with the deity, but democracy was no part of the Tudor or Jacobean programme. If individual conscience is a revolutionary force in political life then it has to wait to show its influence at least until the often chaotic efforts of Radical Protestantism in the English Revolution.

It is difficult to establish precisely the purpose of Court Poetry, perhaps because poetry operates in several ways at Court. It advertises a man's 'wit', his powers of rhetoric. The love poem shows his ability to flatter and persuade, such a useful skill when advancement and diplomacy depend on flirtation. Satyre can lacerate an opponent. To be verbally skilful acts as a sublimation of the sword. The sword contracted to the word. Skill in poetry demonstrates both wit and learning, also grace (a Courtier's grace, not divine grace). Once poetry becomes the mark of a good courtier, people come to the Court through the ability to write good poetry.

There is no one type of Courtier poet, nor any one style of Court poetry. Wyatt's poetry vacillated between a native 'plain style' and a classical model. His satyres adopt the position of an outsider, and his rather threatening, uneasy love lyrics relate romance and diplomacy. The Petrarchan love-sonnet adopted by Sidney was first employed and then later rejected by Greville, whose conviction of man's corruption requires a less playful expression. Gascoigne, (hardly a major figure at Court, but an interesting and rather neglected writer) employed a style derived from Chaucer, a native tradition neglected by Sidney. Ralegh and Spenser both wrote in praise of their Queen (although only Spenser published), but Sidney did not. Jonson needed to establish connections at Court to progress as a professional writer, indeed, all publication was licensed by Court officials. Shakespeare, although chiefly a popular dramatist, sought patronage from the Earl of Southampton, and his company was first sponsored by the Lord Chamberlain, and later by King James himself. 'Macbeth' at least seems to have been written with the King in mind, although it may not have had an enthusiastic reception. Donne wrote verse letters to patrons and satyres on the Court.

Greville went to school with Sidney, and they travelled together in Europe. Petrarchan conventions of sonneteering place the unrequited lover in subjection to an unattainable mistress. Greville's verse is always philosophical in tone, and displays a lack of faith in the powers of the intellect unaided as early as Sonnet 10 in the 'Caelica' sequence.


'Passion to ruin passion is intended,


My reason is but power to dissemble'

In Sonnet 55 Greville rejects the Petrarchan romanticisisation of unrequited love for immediate physical gatification. The unreliability of women is so great that consummation cannot safely be delayed. In view of the constantly reiterated paradigm of the 'faithless woman' in Elizabethan literature it is good to see that Greville admits men are as likely to be disloyal as women. Sonnet 69 concludes the substantive progress of Greville's Caelica sequence, comparing the first stanza's apocalyptic change with his own betrayal.


'Chance then gives law, Desire must be wise,


and look more ways than one, or lose her eyes'


My age of joy is past, of woe begunne


Absence my presence is, strangenesse my grace


with them that walk against me, is my Sunne


The wheel is turned, I hold the lowest place


what can be good to me since my love is


to doe me harme, content to doe amiss ?'

Sonnet 100 seems one of his finest, setting the poet alone in darkness, subject to the fantasies of his own mind. It is both psychologically convincing and beautifully observed (if darkness can be observed). By this time Greville has explicitly rejected the hope of sustained earthly love so often and in such terms that it is no surprise that his later work concentrates on Religion and Statecraft. Sonnet 77's farewell to Cupid is a case in point.

Greville wrote three plays, 'Anthony and Cleopatra', which he destroyed at the time of the Essex rebellion, apparently fearing comparison between his play and the Court, 'Alaham', and 'Mustapha'. He is specific that thay are not intended to be staged, and this is probably wise in that they consist of long rhetorical soliloquys rather than dramatic action. 'I have made these Tragedies no plaies for the Stage......But he that will behold these Acts upon their true Stage, let him look on that Stage wherein himself is an Actor.....'  Greville seeks not dramatic but political and philosophical realism. His plays are modelled on Senecan drama. Mary Sidney translated the French Senecan tragedy 'Marc Antoine' by Robert Garnier, and this seems to have encouraged Kyd, Daniel, Greville and others to follow her lead. Both Greville's surviving plays, though contemporary, are set in the Orient, which distances them from topicality. 'Mustapha' deals with moral and political problems within a Christian schema, an interesting feature being the difficult moral position of Achmat, the Sultan's advisor, who is forced to compromise between conscience and the good of the State.

'Alaham', probably the second of the plays, dated by Bullough at around 1600, features a younger son's attempt to seize the succession through murder and the Church.


'the Church it is one link of Government,


Of noblest Kings the noblest instrument.'

(I.i.237-8)

and the Church is also important to the workings of power in Mustapha :


'We Priests, even with the mysterie of words


First binde our selves, and with our selves the rest


To servitude, the sheath of Tyrant's sword...'
(IV.iv.41-43)

Mustapha also contains Greville's most famous piece, the 'Chorus Sacerdotum', which is delivered by just such shady priests. Particularly pleasing is the strongly rising rhythm of the four lines which preceed the final couplet.


'We that are bound by vowes, and by Promotion


with pompe of holy Sacrifice and rites


To teach belief in good and still devotion


To preach of Heavens wonders, and delights:


Yet when each of us, in his owne heart lookes,


He findes the God there, farre unlike his Bookes.'
Greville also wrote treatises on religion, Monarchie, Humane Learning, Fame and Honour, and Warre, all in verse form. The Treatise on Monarchie is long - 664 stanzas - and highly Monarchist, saying in stanza 191 that only God may overthrow a Tyrant, although Tyranny has been criticised earlier, and that the people must accept Tyranny as God's punishment, taking shelter in their duties 'As their safe haven from the winds of Terror'. The Church is the first foundation of Government (202), and the King is bound by law (310). Greville inclines to a 'steady state' theory of Government, in which change is undesirable and democracy impossible, being rule by 'that blinde multitude' (610). In 'An Inquisition upon Fame and Honour' Greville recognises it as a spur to action, but dismisses it in favour of 'virtue'.

In 'on Humane Learning' Greville relates the quest for knowledge to Eve's plucking of the apple. Theoretical knowledge is dismissed in favour of the practical (which is reminiscent of Rochester's later position, as well as Bacon's) and rhetoric is criticised as degenerate. This practical bias can be seen as progressive, also a step away from Sidney's Neo-platonism. Poetry educates through pleasure, which echoes Sidney's 'Defense', but Greville's claims are less grandiose than Sidney's. 

'On Religion' takes a Calvinist position on redemption through grace.The 'elect', who are to be recognised by their selfless work for the common good are an invisible church in opposition to 'the world's Religion, born of wit and lust'(st.24). Greville abandons any hope of reforming the world, which is condemned by original sin. He turns from political action to religious contemplation, just as God has ceased to intervene in the world through miracles. Now 'all rests in the hart' (95).

In the prose work 'to an Honorable Lady', as in 'on Monarchie' Greville stresses the necessity of obedience even in a corrupt world where power is arbitrary. Just as people must obey a tyrant, so the wronged wife must adopt a stoical attitude to her husband's infidelity.

Greville's position seems to have been that man, as a fallen creature in a fallen world can achieve nothing of value; that love, stoicism, knowledge, fame and honour are delusions. Even the Church is corrupt, and only the 'elect' who choose to serve God's will are worthy of respect. Greville writes seriously on serious subjects. While the size of his imaginings  rivals Donne he has none of the playfulness which associates Donne with Sidney. Greville described his own as a 'creeping genius', one which was fit for the guidance of the confused and disillusioned.

Spenser's late prose work 'A view of the Present State of Ireland' recommends the dismantling of the clan system, the eradication of the Irish language, and the humbling of the Anglo-Irish Aristocracy. Spenser's view is ruthlessly practical: only when massive force has quelled 'rebellion' can ideology maintain authority. Such Machiavellian realpolitik seems remote from the miasma of mythography and ideology which makes up the 'Fairy Queene', but the style of that work is precisely an obscuring, an over-writing, of its underlying tenets. If the 'Fairy Queene' seems confusing (and it does), it is necessary. The English colonial project in Ireland is not a cause for great enthusiasm now, and it is difficult to applaud Spenser's analysis. The obscurity of the 'Fairy Queene' enables readers to associate with the narratives and bathe in the ideology whilst remaining unaware of their practical application.

Spenser was not born into the Aristocracy, it seems that he was a representative of the 'rising educated classes'. Through his service to Colonialism he gained (and eventually lost) considerable wealth, partly through shady land deals. That he has less than no understanding of the position of the Irish is obvious. 'Fairy Queene' is full of noble souls who go out destroying and massacring with a firm conviction of their own moral rectitude. 

The 'Shepheardes Calender', dedicated to Sidney, criticises the Church and commends puritan organisation. Spenser wrote and published the 'Shepheardes Calender' anonymously, and circulated the more critical 'Mother Hubberd's Tale' in manuscript only before leaving for Ireland. These early writings make his alliegance to the 'Essex circle' clear.

Kermode (in Bayley '77) reads book one of the  'Fairy Queene' as an allegory based on a relationship between a myth of English religious history and the prophecy of the Book of Revelations. In this interpretation the Red Cross Knight represents the English Church, Una the true church of the East, and Duessa the deceptive Church of Rome. This interpretation fits with Foxes 'Book of Martyrs' which was (supposedly) chained in every church in England alongside the Bible, and is part of a broader tradition glorifying English Protestantism as the true church founded by Joseph of Arimathea. The 'Fairy Queene' is an immense and complicated work which does not easily come under the control of a reductive view. Much discussion has centred on the decipherment of possible allegories, and it is a poem (or series of poems) that seems to welcome such an approach, but ultimately escapes. For every correlation the informed reader detects between historical events or myth-making and art there is a superabundance of inconsequential and inconvenient detail. What does seem clear is that Spenser undertakes to glorify Elizabeth, and indeed earns a pension by his efforts, but that later he is less enthusiastic. Other recurrent features of the various narratives are a unique and archaic diction (paradoxically charged with neologisms), full of 'eftsoones' and 'surquedy', an investment in the myths of Chivalry, the pursuit of female love objects, distrust of dark, wooded places and a sense of excess, of repetition, of layering and super-imposition. Each potential focus for a 'final' analysis of the work is subverted at another stage. 


'Reading the poem becomes a long-term process....readers are both


invited to lose themselves in this 'golden world'...and jerked back


into contact with their own....The value...lies in the process rather


than in the paraphrasable content.'

(Norbrook '92)

The 'quest' has certain definite uses for Spenser, chivalric honour provides an acceptable frame for the expression of acquisitive male attitudes. The quest for love and honour projects colonial expansionism onto a high moral plane. Spenser's own quest is for wealth and status unavailable within a stable Feudalistic society, and the association of the ambition of a rising educated class outside this establishment with the Chivalric tradition (itself a fiction) enables him to present this ambition as both historically and morally approved.

Spenser is self-consciously propagandist. The heroic poet of Classical times was held to participate in the creation of Gods from human exemplars. This was not to be considered cynically, as we have learned to do from Max Clifford, but as a natural and proper religious practice. Spenser involves himself in just such a project, allegorising, symbolising and synthesising various strands of Elizabethan cultural life with a most extraordinary fecundity. There may be many reasons that he chose to do this, among them the belief that it would help him in his 'career', but it would be wrong, I think, to see Spenser's vast maze as entirely self-serving. There is at the outset a sense that the present moment constitutes the opening of a new era, or the rebirth of a mythical past. This feeling is lost as the stories progress, or rather repeat, and ends in a disillusionment which projects hope into the transcendental realm, a gesture which parallels Greville.

Part of Spenser's project seems to have been an attempt to connect directly with the Monarch, rather than relying on an extended network of patronage. This too can be characterised as a class feeling, a desire for greater freedom of movement within society. 'A view' expresses impatience with the feudal authority of the Anglo-Irish nobility settled in previous campaigns, who are as bad as the Irish themselves. Elizabeth's policy was to play off faction against faction so that none might be in a position to challenge her, and Spenser as an administrator was frustrated by failing to gain her support for a unified central authority. Spenser's high moral tone seems to have little connection with his proposals, which are of ruthless brutality, the justification being that the Irish are not civilised. Such a view is typical of colonial repression, where the brutality of our own desires is projected onto our victims. Greenblatt's striking essay on 'The Bower of Blisse' associates Protestant 'civilisation' with the repression of sexuality, an explicitly Freudian view which seems inarguable. The small step I am attempting to make here is to conflate sexual and political repression.

Response to the 'Fairy Queene' is endlessly divided between internal and external reference, between admiration and revulsion, between antiquarian and radical, Platonism and Christianity, didacticism and sensuousness. We are expected, perhaps, to absorb its ideologies through osmosis. It exemplifies an obsessive re-inscribing of the quest, a retelling which never quite settles on a final version.

Spenser's career in Ireland, which started with such brutality as Secretary to Lord Grey ended unhappily for him when his home, Kicolman Castle, was burned down during an uprising. Spenser returned to England in poverty and died soon after, being buried at the Earl of Essex's expense in either 1598 or 1599. The 1590's were increasingly diffcult years under Elizabeth, and new forms of writing such as the popular theatre and the poetry of Jonson and Donne were in the ascendant. Spenser's 'Colin Clout Comes Home Again' reveals something of the settler's discomfort at changes in the homeland. In common with the late books of the 'Fairy Queene' an increasing disillusion with cultural developments reveals fissures in his Cult of Elizabeth.

Whatever the merits of Sidney's poetry, the 'Defense of Poesie' forms the 'middle wall' (in Greville's oft-repeated phrase) of the conception of English Literature. It is just such an appeal to didacticism and moral benefit which justified the adoption of English Literature as an academic subject. The principal exemplar of English Literature has not been Sidney, however, but the far more demotic and populist Shakespeare, promoted early by Jonson, who said he was 'for all time'. The tension between serious purpose and the freedom of play is present before Sidney in the sonnets of Googe, or the works of Gascoigne, and Sidney's own work does not seem as weighty as Turberville's, for example, tending to the 'delight' side of the delight/inform dichotomy. Sidney's notable characteristic in comparison with his immediate precursors is sophistication. He is capable of extended passages of highly formal verse such as the 'Klais/Strephon' lament in the new Arcadia, which has a grave and surprising beauty, and of highly witty and ingenious sonnets. Petrarch is a clear influence on the 'Astrophil and Stella' sequence.

The play on 'virtue' in sonnet 68 of 'Astrophil and Stella' is reminiscent of Shakespeare, and Sidney displays a subtle psychology as well as a conviction of the slipperiness of language. There is a constant interplay of representation and revelation at work in the 'Astrophil' persona, which sometimes breaks out into autobiography, as in the quibbling on 'rich' in 24, 37, 78 and 79, offering the informed reader privileged access to a 'roman a clef'. Sidney displays an ability to use one poem for two purposes in other ways, as in 45, which plays on the notion of literary self-presentation. 'Astrophil' pretends to attempt to become fiction, thus giving the impression that he is currently real. Sidney validates his character's emotions by reference to fictional models, paradoxically rendering them more effective. The process also models the psychological position of the lover whose real plight is unable to move the object of his affections. (I use male forms advisedly). The persona is simultaneously questioned and authorised. Fictionalisation is inherent in the articulation of emotion. This is a subtle poem, and it is not alone. Sidney's latinate diction may present obstacles to understanding, but his control of form is comfortable and expressive, capable of both smoothness and agitation. Shakespeare and Donne seem to owe something to his influence.

Sidney's political involvements were not notably succesful. His appointment as Governor of Flushing was a minor posting overseas, and he died in a skirmish with Spanish troops from a bullet in the thigh. It would seem Elizabeth had packed him off to get him out of the way. He had good personal relations with notable European Protestants, many of whom tended to a 'constitutionalist' position on  Monarchy which was also espoused by Buchanan in Scotland. Political conditions varied across Europe. The French Hugenots were ruled by a Catholic Monarchy and their radicalism was correspondingly greater. Sidney was present in Paris on St. Bartholemew's Day in 1572, when Guise Catholics massacred thousands of Hugenots. This sense of crisis declined in 1584 when Francois Duc d'Anjou died, leaving the Protestant Henry of Navarre as heir to the French throne. England, while it constantly felt threatened by Spain, was not fighting Spanish troops at home, as the Dutch were. Buchanan's theories may have rebounded on the English later, when the Scottish King James, claiming divine authority and absolute power (although accepting concomittant responsibilities to God and the people), took over the English Throne. It is certain that James had no love for Buchanan, but he was aware that 'the highest bench is sliddriest to sitte upon'. His successor was more convinced by the rhetoric of Divine Right, however. 

Greville had been sacked by James in 1604. He was out of favour with Cecil (whom James called 'ma wee wifie'), and when Cecil died he was re-appointed as an advisor. Sidney's tone is consistently aristocratic. It is probable he had offended the Queen by reproving her for contemplating marriage to the Duc d'Anjou, and in this at least Sidney's judgement seems good; Anjou was a liability as an ally. There is some feeling that Anjou serves as a model for the headstrong Amphialus in the 'New Arcadia' (Raitiere '84), but one could argue that Sidney displays too much sympathy for him. He is not the hero of the story, and comparison of him with Spenser's manly, questing heroes throws into question the unity of purpose one might suppose between the two writers. Although Sidney's programme for literary endeavour stresses the improving quality of the image of heroic action in a moral cause his work often seems to engage more with the contradictions and errors of characters unable to wholeheartedly exemplify the good. The tensions inherent in the literary programme; between Aristotle's 'mimesis' and 'catharsis' and Plato's inward resonance of ideal forms, between pagan and christian models of proper action, between 'delight' and didacticism are not resolved in the work, they remain to subvert the unified message Sidney professes to promote. It is little wonder that he expressed remorse over his 'toies' during a painful and lingering death. His severe God would have disapproved Astrophil's idolatory of Stella.

Sidney's 'Defense' attempts to elide the distinctions between various literary theories, sweetening Plato with Horace, and Puritanism with delight. He attempts a synthesis which will allow fiction currency within the cultural millieu of Puritanism, a Puritanism later responsible for the banning of dancing and the theatre, maypole customs, and the destruction of elaborate church ritual and ornament. On a psychological level one might propose a disjunction between Sidney's personal inclinations and his religious convictions which expresses itself in the rhetorical effulgence of the 'New Arcadia' and the playfulness of 'Astrophil and Stella'. Luther strongly resented Aristotle's influence on culture, but it was to alter Neo-platonism with a new empirical approach to the created world, an approach which seems unavoidable today. Thus Sidney was not a 'Puritan', he tried to forge a unified Christian / Humanist ethic and aesthetic, in which the Babel-tower of the 'erected wit' could support the efforts of the 'infected will' to reform itself. Despite the contradictions of such a project its success seems considerable. Creative writing flourished in the years after his death, and although the implicit contradiction between instruction and mimesis remains with us the urge to seek moral truth in fiction persists. Sidney represented to Greville an ideal type of Protestant Courtier. Greville had his friendship recorded on his own gravestone. All three men died rather unhappily, but Sidney's early death enabled him to represent the highest ideals of Courtiership dedicated to right action. Neither Greville nor Spenser were to imitate Sidney's Petrarchanism fully, and their practical involvement with state administration led to increasing disillusionment. Greville's 'Life' seems as much an attack on the Jacobean Court as praise of Sidney, who came to represent a period of optimism. His symbolic importance, still clear in Jonson's 'To Penshurst', is now difficult to understand. The party with which Sidney was associated by family and religious outlook was led to defeat by the Earl of Essex in a doomed rebellion, and further weakened by scandals. Politics being a matter of personality and family loyalties in Elizabethan England, Sidney seemed to many a lost hope of leadership in a particular cause. 
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