Seventeenth Century Poetry: Cavalier and Restoration Poetry 

The early 17th century was genuinely rich in numbers of poets. Apart from the giants like Donne, Jonson and Milton, there are numerous poets of enormous talent, yet perhaps of a more limited scope. Yet they hit upon distinctive themes, develop further established forms, and point the way to styles that will establish themselves more fully in later periods. 
	Nobody is fully satisfied with the conventional division of early 17th poetry between the Metaphysicals and the Cavaliers, the followers of Donne and the “sons of Ben”. It contrasts a stylistic group with a political group. And in poets like Thomas Carew (e.g. A Rapture decribes the physical pleasure of love) and Andrew Marvell (e.g. To His Coy Misterss), who combine neatly metaphysical with with Jonsonian polish, the contrast becomes difficult to uphold. Still the distinction is not without value as a memory device, which is the chief function of most poetic schools. 
	If one regards them for the moment as alternatives, Jonson was an easier model to follow than Donne. A few powerful talents like George Herbert, Richard Crashaw and Henry Vaughan found the metaphysical vein and conceited style congenial. On the other hand, Jonson’s manner of poised, polished, yet easy statement developed naturally toward the songs of Robert Herrick, Richard Lovelace and Sir John Suckling; then in Edmund Waller and Sir John Denham the Jonsonian manner moved toward a correct and formal style marked by two relatively new elements. One was the use of antithetical, balanced couplets, heavily end-stopped and often marked with strong caesural pauses. Sir Denham published in 1642 the poem Cooper’s Hill. In between descriptions of the English countryside are his thoughts on various subjects. Four lines on the Rover Thames are well-known.
 After the Restoration stage adapted these for use in heroic plays, they became, under the name heroic couplets, the predominant verse form of the late 17th and early 18th centuries. The other new element was a specialized, elevated, and often artificial diction, peculiar to verse: poetic diction, so-called. 
	Not everyone picked up these mannerisms all at once. But major poetic changes that few consciously recognized at the time, did take place within ten years, either way of the middle of the century. Small variations developed and cumulatively worked up toward a major alteration of the poetic climate. 
	Cavaliers is a nickname given to people who took up the king’s side in the civil war, although it also applied to the poetry they subsequently wrote. Literally, a cavalier is a horseman. During the Civil War the followers of Charles I were called Cavaliers, at first in mockery by their opponents, the Parliamentarians, who thought them superficial and not to be seriously. However, the Royalists adapted the term to describe themselves, giving it heroic and idealistic connotations. The Cavalier poets were courtly, not only in their military actions but also in their attitudes to women and love. Cavaliers were generally rich aristocrats who fled abroad after their cause was lost. Those who were no so rich and important stayed in England exiled in the country estates. Many Cavalier poems take the form of drinking songs, seduction poems or amatory lyrics, pastorals, developing the classical traditions of Anacreon and Catullus. Often developing the familiar themes of carpe diem, seize the day. 
	Some are apparently nostalgic evocations of past life.
	Richard Lovelace (1618-1657) “The Grasshopper”  (1649) is one of the best-known Cavalier poems and exhibits some of the most typical features of the genre. The poem is in its simplest sense a cautionary tale based on Aesop’s Fable about the grasshopper and the ants. The grasshopper plays and sings all summer and does not arrange any food to see him through the winter, unlike the hardworking ants. In the summer the grasshopper laughs at the ants for working so hard, but in the winter the tables are turned on him as he is the one who has no food. The grasshopper is an emblem of a life of pure happiness and enjoyment that the Cavaliers can identify with and celebrate. Lovelace’s poem describes the grasshopper’s happy summer life in its first three stanzas, but then winter comes and the grasshopper is destroyed by the cold winter (and now green ice). The grasshopper’s fate leads the poet to reflect bitterly that
		the joys,
	Large and as lasting as thy perch of grass,
	Bid us lay in ‘gainst winter, rain, and poise (lines 17-19)
As the grasshopper’s joys have only been as “large” and permanent (lasting) as the blade of grass he was sitting on we know that Lovelace is being sarcastic about his happy summer life. The Cavaliers are like the grasshopper: they have been courtiers but instead of making sensible arrangements for the future they spent their time playing and enjoying themselves. Now they are destroyed by the hardworking lower classes, the ants. The poem is a bitter parable with the awareness of the mistakes that the Cavaliers have made in the past that it is now too late to remedy. 
	But the poem does not end bitterly. Lovelace wrote it for a friend and he closes by reminding himself that friendship is the most important thing and can even be used to create a “genuine summer” (line 22) in their hearts and minds that can defeat the winter of their political climate (Thou best of men…. seat to our rest, ll. 21-24)
	Moreover, he considers that summer will have to come back sometime. When this happens in the political climate too, the Cavaliers will be happy again. Until then they have one another’s friendship. He finishes the poem on a note of self-sufficiency. (last staza). 
	Most of Lovelace’s poems though are of a more positive tone. Short songs addressed to his female lovers with classical names. Typical is To Lucasta, Going to the Wars (publ. 1649). The poet, not Lucasta is going to war. In saying farewell, he calls war his “new mistress” but expresses his certitude that Lucasta will accept and even praise his going away, because it is for honour that he goes. 
	Sir John Suckling (1609-1642), above all the other Cavaliers cultivated the poise of spontaneity, carelessness. “Natural, easy Suckling” says Millamant in Congreve’s play The Way of the World. He seems very careful to seem careless. The prototype of the Cavalier playboy emerges in his poem 
“Out upon It! (1656).  This brief lyric mocks the conventional pose of the courtly lover, who is pale and silent when rejected by the beloved. The poet dismisses such a position as hopeless, saying that if the lady is not willing to love, then “the devil take her”. He mocks the Petrarchan ideas of the Renaissance sonneteers. 
	Robert Herrick (1591-1674), typical of the Cavaliers in that his output consists mainly of short lyrics where he addresses a series of maidens and mistresses with names drawn from Latin verse, celebrating their beauties and calling them to seize the day, giving new vitality to the familiar carpe diem theme. Typically, his poems are short and light, expressing joyful pleasure and a sense of humour.
“To Virgins to Make Much of Time” is a lyric poem of four four line stanzas using the meter and rhyme scheme of English popular ballad, but it expresses the classical carpe diem idea:
		Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,
		Old time is still a-flying;
		And this same flower that smiles today,
		Tomorrow will be dying.
The rosebuds of the opening line suggest fresh beauty that is bound to wither soon, just as the beauty of the maidens who gather them will inevitably fade. The second stanza uses the daily rising and setting of the sun as  symbol of the rapid passage from youth to age and death. Stanza three states directly and without metaphor that youth is better than age. The poet then urges the maidens to find husbands while they can, before they begin to decline. The tone of the poem suggests an older man offering a kindly warning based on his own experience. 
	In the early 17th, Ben Jonson and his poetic sons were the aristocrats of English poetry. The Cavalier poets were an attractive group of young men who risked their fortunes and their places in society, if not their lives, in gallant service to the cause f Charles I. As poets, they strove for ease and gracefulness, mocking the moralistic attitudes of the Puritans. They accepted the carpe diem concept that life is short and should be lived as richly as possible. 
	So, to conclude, some key themes and stylistic features emerge from the poetry. During the Civil War and during the 1650s, there is repeated emphasis on the natural world and a desire to retreat into nature and perhgaps also retreat into poetry, and emphasis on love and beauty backed up by particularly sensual poetry, and a surprising lack of political themes or engagement with political issues. The Grasshopper emphasizes retreat and acceptance of the situation rather than action. Poets show a reluctance to deal with the consequences of the civil war and a reluctance to say anything about politics. It was not until after 1660 that people began to express their feelings about the war – but this was done primarily in the early Restoration comedies. Restoration poetry emerges as engaged with contemporary issues of the time, addressing political crises which develop in the 60s and especially 70s. 

Restoration Poetry
Even though England was again a monarchy, the political divisions that caused the revolution continued to agitate the public. The danger of a new civil war seemed very real. Parliament competed with the king for power, and religious divisions persisted. Political factions organized their own political groupings which eventually developed into political parties. In this climate of social tension, many writers also became involved in partisan activities, siding with and supporting the individual political groups. Some reinforced the royal grandeur while others attacked the court as a centre of immorality and corruption.
	Poetry
1- the emotional lyric which so much characterized earlier 17th century poetry of the metaphysical school and of the Cavaliers became less central to literature, gradually being limited to songs, e.g. for plays, seduction poems mocking the convention of courtly love and modelled on Epicurean love poems (e.g. those written by Catullus) in the form of e.g. parody of pastoral, and odes to celebrate important persons and occasions. John Wilmot, the Earl of Rochester, tinged with satire. Also neoplatonic lyric, Katherine Philips, retreat, friendship, even this lyric poetry involved with society, not merely individual personal reflection. 

2 – the poetry of politics and criticism was satiric, treating the subject with irony or ridicule, especially in mock-heroic verse and political allegory. The heroic couplet was employed, which was well-adapted to witty and epigrammatic statements. 
	Restoration literature was marked by brittle wit, high polish, and suggestive or even immoral situations. Most writers focused on the artificial and the glamorous. One of the persistent themes was the disparity between appearance and reality. Dissembling and falsehood were seen as necessary or inevitable strategies to conceal and restrain natural desire and competition. Disguise was a common device. Such a self-contradictory mode was bound to yield to more rational and moral influence toward the end of the era.
	The Restoration period is also sometimes referred to as the “Age of Dryden”, because he was the most prolific and influential writer of the era. 
John Dryden (1631-1700)
The major literary figure of the latter part of the 17th century. He tried his hand at all the available varieties of literary expression – verse, heroic drama, Restoration comedy and critical essays, and he excelled in all of them. 
	As a man, Dryden seems to have been anxious to win the favour of the ruling power, celebrating Cromwell (Heroic Stanzas to the Glorious Memory of … Oliver Cromwell Late Lord Protector, 1659), then Charles II (e.g. Astrea Redux, 1660, or Annus Mirabilis, 1666) who appointed him the first poet laureate in 1668, and later converting to Catholicism with the arrival of James II. Dryden’s political sympathies lay with the restored monarchy.  He dropped out of favour with the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and was dismissed from the post of PL by William III. As a professional poet and man of letters, Dryden believed he had an important function in English society. As poet laureate, he served the king, not only by providing entertaining plays. You know of Dryden as a dramatist, author of comedies like Marriage a la Mode and especially heroic plays such as Aureng Zebe and All for Love. However, Dryden’s contribution lies more in his output as a poet and satirist. he served the king by writing forceful political satire to advance the royal cause and also poems where he attempted to uphold standards of good poetry and mocked what was dull and pompous. 
	Dryden was involved in political controversy. His most famous political allegory is Absolom and Achitophel (1681) which adapts an Old Testament story to the political situation surrounding the Exclusion Crisis, i.e. the problem of Charles II’s successor. The poem is written in epic style with heroic couplets. Using parallels to a biblical incident, the poem compares King Charles II with King David and the Duke of Monmouth with David’s rebellious son Absolom. The villain, Achitophel, represents the powerful Whig leader, the Earl of Shaftesbury, as a clever and dishonest plotter who tempts the son to seize his father’s throne. The most impressive passages in this long and complex poem are Dryden’s mocking portraits of the central characters in the conspiracy against the King and the self-revealing speeches he creates for the two figures of the title. (screen – Jews, and the Plot; achitophel character) The most dramatic scene, Achitophel’s temptation of Absolom, hints at the seduction of Eve by Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Achitophel’s speeches are full of flattery and misleading reasoning. Achitophel suggests that the King desires to be overthrown by young Absolom “as a sort of pleasing rape”. In response Absolom laments that his rank of birth is not so high as his ambition for power. He declares that  “Desire of greatness is a god-like sin.” Using twisted arguments like these, the two rebels show the folly of their position. Toward the end of his poem Dryden speaks directly to the reader, arguing in favour of stability and continuity in government. He gives David, the King, the last word, an impressive and triumphant assertion of royal power. The poem is a warning against divisions in the state, political factions. Draws a parallel with Israel -ultimately, after David, the state did fall apart – a warning. Also, a major topic is the people’s inability to tell the difference between manipulators, demagogues, and those who mean well, genuinely. 
	In Mac Flecknoe (publ. 1682, written earlier), a burlesque, mock-heroic poem written in heroic couplets, Dryden attacks a rival poet and playwright, Thomas Shadwell (1640-1692), for the sins of self-importance and dullness. The style of the poem is known as mock-heroic, which means that what Dryden regards as trivial and stupid is inflated in a grand and lofty way and treated with solemnity so that the disparity between subject and style makes us laugh.
	The opening of the poem is full of phrases that give the impression of grandeur, loftiness, largeness and of the elemental. There are plenty of phrases that relate to ruling, these also produce comic effect.. Shadwell is pictured as the heir of an even worse poet, Richard Flecknoe. Mac means son of. The poem was written on the occasion of this notoriously bad Irish poet. At the beginning of the poem Flecknoe nominates Shadwell to succeed him on the throne of Dullness. 
(read)
	Notice how sly words operate to this effect too, e.g. deviates / does not even by accident slip into sense.
 The action in the poem is a mock heroic procession through the streets of London, ending at a coronation ceremony full of boring speeches. The way is strewn not with flowers but with pages of old, trashy books. The absurd ending has the long-winded Flecknoe falling through a trap door of the coronation stage, a trick which Dryden borrowed from one of Shadwell’s own plays. 
By the way, Shadwell and Dryden used to be on good terms but they conducted a public quarrel on the merits of Ben Jonson’s comedies, which Shadwell thought Dryden undervalued. 
As one who wanted to advance the state of English letters, Dryden translated Latin authors, like The Aeneid by Virgil and also the tales of Chaucer. In his prose, Dryden used an easy and familiar style which made it accessible and interesting. Dryden contributed to the field of literary criticism. His critical writings grew out of his creative concerns, e.g. he appended to the printed editions of his plays lengthy prefaces where he explained his reasons for choosing the form or writing the way he did, e.g. Aurengzebe has a preface where he talks about already being weary of the form of the couplet. This effectively ended the vogue of couplet drama and his further heroic plays were in blank verse. But the main reason why Samuel Johnson called him the father of English literary criticism was his Essay of Dramatic Poesy (1668). In it he deals with the problem of which dramatic tradition playwrights follow. The characters of the essay are four young men of London, each of whom takes a different position on drama. Crites praises the ancient playwrights of Greece and Rome. Eugenius agrees that the ancient playwrights were great but holds that modern playwrights have the advantage not only of reading them but also of all the learning and literature that has developed since the ancient times. Next, Lysideus holds that the playwrights of France have excelled because they write more orderly and regular plays, observing the unities of time, place and action. Finally, Neander, who represents Dryden himself, takes the position that their own native English tradition is best. He cites Shakespeare and Jonson as the best of the tradition and worthy of imitation. The Essay ends inconclusively. There is no winner of the debate, but all the current ideas about dramatic theory have been set out and compared.
	Dryden became the literary authority of the London of his time. By the end of his career, even after he had lost his official court positions as a Catholic on a Protestant court, Dryden held court, so to speak, himself at Will’s Coffee House, where young, aspiring poets and playwrights came to ask his advice and help. Samuel Johnson later said of Drydens influence on English literature, comparing him to Emperor Augustus’s contribution to the life of Rome, “He found it brick and left it marble.”
While Dryden dominated the literary scene, many other writers also used poetry and prose to explore the social and intellectual controversies of the era. Puritan conservatism, exemplified by John Bunyan was mocked by the poet Samuel Butler. As these writers demonstrate, the various factions and conflicting life-views generated a literature marked by the forceful expression of ideas. Each writer tried to clothe his or her ideas in as appealing a form as possible, and each one achieved popularity, or, at least, notoriety. John Wilmot, the earl of Rochester and Aphra Behn especially became known as much for their free and unconventional life styles as for the content of their writings. The Puritan preacher Bunyan, who was imprisoned for religious dissent, made his life of sin and redemption the basis for his religious prose. In this era, it seems there was no neutral position: the poet could not stay aloof from politics and moral controversy. 

	Immediately after the Restoration, the most popular anti-Puritan writer was the satirist Samuel Butler, a staunch Royalist and conservative. He is remembered as the author of a popular burlesque poem called Hudibras. It appeared in several installments, the first part in 1662, the second next year, and the third not until 15 years later. This curious composition, in about ten thousand octosyllabic lines, using a four foot line in couplets to create a jogging, antiheroic effect, takes the ostensible theme from Don Quixote. Butler creates a dull and foolish Puritan knight, Sir Hudibras, and sends hum out with his man Ralpho, on trivial adventures, such as trying to stop the sport of bear baiting, the kind of village entertainment of which Puritans disapproved. The story, though the episodes and incidents are amusing is of little importance, the characters are types. But the whole is so constructed as to pour a steady shower of pitiless ridicule on the Parliamentary party. Hudibras represents the wrong-headed, false courage of the champions of the Commonwealth government. It exposed what Butler saw as the shallow reasoning and pointless actions of the Presbyterian and Independent sects during the Civil War. Published after the restoration of the monarchy, this poem enjoyed particular success. It suited the taste of the nation. It is not easy reading. Its bitterness is too cutting for some tastes, its grotesque and storm can be bewildering.
Among the poets who must be mentioned here are a group of Caroline songsters, poets famous for their lyric poetry, foremost of which is 

John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester (1647-80)
This aristocratic poet, usually called simply Rochester, was notorious as one of the most wild and indecent young men of the court of Charles II. He was the epitome of the libertine. Model for Dorimant in Etherege’s Man of Mode. Often lusty and profane, his poetic works were not intended for publication but hey were widely circulated in copies made by the members of his elite court circle. His poems were admired for their daring wit and smooth satire. 
Just like the two foremost Restoration playwrights of the first generation, Sir George Etherege and William Wycherley, Sir Charles Sedley and many others of the so-called Merry Gang of courtiers, Rochester was a libertine. Today the word means devoid of restraint, spurning norms of religious and moral behaviour sanctioned by society at large; a morally unrestrained and sexually dissolute person. The term is an evolving one. As applied to the Restoration it concerned people who adopted and adapted the philosopher Thomas Hobbes as a way of interpreting human conduct. 
	Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) became the secretary and disciple of Francis Bacon. He applied the type of systematic and skeptical thinking that Bacon advocated to the study of the nature of the individual and of the relationship of the individual to the state. Hobbes was a materialist; he saw the world as operating mechanically, and he did not believe in souls or spirits. His radical philosophy made him the focus of controversy from the time of the publication of his treatise The Leviathan (1651) until theend of the century.
	This philosophical work argues from the nature of human beings to the necessity for their subjugation to a ruler. Hobbes asserts that the state is the larger body, incorporating all people into one unified being that he refers to as a great whale or the leviathan. Hobbes sees people as lacking free will but driven by desires and appetites. In a state of nature, lacking government, the life of the individual is an unceasing competition with others; therefore life is, he says, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short”. In order to improve their security, people band together by mutual consent to form commonwealths and place a single ruler, a king, at their head. Thus Hobbes justifies monarchy not on the old ground of divine right but on the new basis of reason. Hobbes is contemptuous of fools and weak notions, sweeping them aside. The rationalism and materialism of Hobbes were shocking to many of his contemporaries, who could not replace their concept of the individual as made in God’s image with that of a mechanical being driven by needs and desires
And such are speakers in the lyrical poetry of Rochester, which embodies the paradox of the perpetual conflict between desire and its fruition. Its defining characteristic is, generally speaking, restlessness, dissatisfaction and a sense of incompleteness. Rochester questions all absolutes, such immortal soul, Divine providence or good and evil. Rochester’s right reason is instinct. He does not embrace Hobbes’ notion of man as a machine, the heart as spring, feelings as a kind of motion, but claims that in psychology humans do not differ from animals. Like in The Country Wife, for Rochester life and love is a struggle for dominance. Typically Rochester’s poems work by mock-heroic. He starts seriously, then deflates the pretensions of the persona, descending into obscenity or mockery. His poetry is cynical and sexually explicit. If dreams and illusions transcending human limitation must be refuted by physical realities, then there is little to elevate humans above hogs and individual sexual organs. He juxtaposes euphemistic poetic diction and brutal obscenity. 
	He revived carpe diem forms and themes, mocked conventions of the pastoral, love poetry, satire. The titles of his poems include
The Imperfect Enjoyment
Against Constancy
Upon Leaving His Mistress
Fair Chloris in a Pigsty Lay
The Disabled Debauchee – The speaker in the poem is an older man who has wasted his strength and health in too much womanizing. Although worn out and disabled, he admires young men still capable of debauchery and urges them on. He enjoys observing young rakes in action as an old admiral enjoys watching a sea battle. 
but also a Satire Against Mankind
This is a more in fluential poem, a formal verse satire in heroic couplets. The poet as satirist ridicules human beings by comparing them unfavourably with animals. Although people have reason, which animals lack, they use their reason only for foolish or bad purposes. They speculate on matters beyond wht they can understand. Beasts, he claims, have more common sense and do not prey on each other except from necessity. Rochester generally does not believe in human virtues, viewing them as only apparent, not real. People are afraid to be seen as cowards, therefore they act brave. 
Just like the heroes of Restoration comedy, Rochester lived his life based on style, cleverness and self-interest and this found expression in his poetry. He subverts notions of traditional honour and heroism, showing how pretentious these are. His poetry is full of hate and self-hate, yet is it also points the finger against sham and empty convention. 
	His contemporary Aphra Behn lauded him in verse. Voltaire spoke of Rochester as the man of genious, the great poet, and asmired his satire for energy and fire. Goethe quoted Rochester in English.
A play about his life called The Libertine was written by Sthepen Jeffreys in 1994, staged at the Royal Court Theatre. Made into a film in 2004. Takes some liberties with his life. Stars Johnny Depp, Samantha Morton as Elizabeth Barry, John Malkovich as Charles II and Rosamund Pike as Elizebeth Malet. 
21

