
English Poetry 

When did "English Literature" begin? Any answer to that question must be 

problematic, for the very concept of English literature is a construction of literary 

history, a concept that changed over time. There are no "English" characters in 

Beowulf, and English scholars and authors had no knowledge of the poem before it 

was discovered and edited in the nineteenth century. Although written in the language 

called "Anglo-Saxon," the poem was claimed by Danish and German scholars as their 

earliest national epic before it came to be thought of as an "Old English" poem. One of 

the results of the Norman Conquest was that the structure and vocabulary of the 

English language changed to such an extent that Chaucer, even if he had come across 

a manuscript of Old English poetry, would have experienced far more difficulty 

construing the language than with medieval Latin, French, or Italian. If a King Arthur 

had actually lived, he would have spoken a Celtic language possibly still intelligible 

to native speakers of Middle Welsh but not to Middle English speakers. 

The literary culture of the Middle Ages was far more international than national 

and was divided more by lines of class and audience than by language. Latin was the 

language of the Church and of learning. After the eleventh century, French became the 

dominant language of secular European literary culture. Edward, the Prince of Wales, 

who took the king of France prisoner at the battle of Poitiers in 1356, had culturally 

more in common with his royal captive than with the common people of England. And 

the legendary King Arthur was an international figure. Stories about him and his 

knights originated in Celtic poems and tales and were adapted and greatly expanded 

in Latin chronicles and French romances even before Arthur became an English hero. 

Chaucer was certainly familiar with poetry that had its roots in the Old English 

period. He read popular romances in Middle English, most of which derive from more 

sophisticated French and Italian sources. But when he began writing in the 1360s and 

1370s, he turned directly to French and Italian models as well as to classical poets 

(especially Ovid). English poets in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries looked upon 

Chaucer and his contemporary John Gower as founders of English literature, as those 

who made English a language fit for cultivated readers. In the Renaissance, Chaucer 

was referred to as the "English Homer." Spenser called him the "well of English 

undefiled." 

Nevertheless, Chaucer and his contemporaries Gower, William Langland, and 

the Gawain poet — all writing in the latter third of the fourteenth century — are heirs 

to classical and medieval cultures that had been evolving for many centuries. Cultures 

is put in the plural deliberately, for there is a tendency, even on the part of 

medievalists, to think of the Middle Ages as a single culture epitomized by the Great 

Gothic cathedrals in which architecture, art, music, and liturgy seem to join in 

magnificent expressions of a unified faith — an approach one recent scholar has 

referred to as "cathedralism." Such a view overlooks the diversity of medieval cultures 
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and the social, political, religious, economic, and technological changes that took place 

over this vastly long period. 

Metaphysical Poetry 

The greatest of Elizabethan lyric poets is John Donne (1572-1631), whose short 

love poems are characterized by wit and irony, as he seeks to wrest meaning from 

experience. The preoccupation with the big questions of love, death and religious faith 

marks out Donne and his successors who are often called metaphysical poets. The 

Metaphysical poets were a loose collection of poets who developed a new genre of 

poetry during the late 16th and early 17th Century. The Metaphysical poets introduced 

a fresh approach to poetry. They rejected the flowery imagery of their predecessors, 

such as Spencer. Instead they sought to concentrate on clearly defined topics, often of 

a religious interest. The poems were also characterized by sharp polaraties and 

paradoxical imagery. This imagery is often called metaphysical conceit. (This name, 

coined by Dr. Samuel Johnson in an essay of 1779, was revived and popularized by 

T.S. Eliot, in an essay of 1921.) After his wife's death, Donne underwent a serious 

religious conversion, and wrote much fine devotional verse. The best known of the 

other metaphysicals are George Herbert (1593-1633), Andrew Marvell (1621-1678) and 

Henry Vaughan (1621-1695). 

Epic poetry 

Long narrative poems on heroic subjects mark the best work of classical Greek 

(Homer's Iliad and Odyssey) and Roman (Virgil's Æneid) poetry. John Milton (1608-

1674) who was Cromwell's secretary, set out to write a great biblical epic, unsure 

whether to write in Latin or English, but settling for the latter in Paradise Lost. John 

Dryden (1631-1700) also wrote epic poetry, on classical and biblical subjects. Though 

Dryden's work is little read today it leads to a comic parody of the epic form, or mock-

heroic. The best poetry of the mid 18th century is the comic writing of Alexander Pope 

(1688-1744). Pope is the best-regarded comic writer and satirist of English poetry. 

Among his many masterpieces, one of the more accessible is The Rape of the Lock 

(seekers of sensation should note that "rape" here has its archaic sense of "removal by 

force"; the "lock" is a curl of the heroine's hair). Serious poetry of the period is well 

represented by the neo-classical Thomas Gray (1716-1771) whose Elegy Written in a 

Country Churchyard virtually perfects the elegant style favoured at the time. 

Tudor lyric poetry 

Modern lyric poetry in English begins in the early 16th century with the work 

of Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-1542) and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey (1517-1547). 

Wyatt, who is greatly influenced by the Italian, Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch) 

introduces the sonnet and a range of short lyrics to English, while Surrey (as he is 

known) develops unrhymed pentameters (or blank verse) thus inventing the verse 

form which will be of great use to contemporary dramatists. A flowering of lyric poetry 
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in the reign of Elizabeth comes with such writers as Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586), 

Edmund Spenser (1552-1599), Sir Walter Ralegh (1552-1618), Christopher Marlowe 

(1564-1593) and William Shakespeare (1564-1616). The major works of the time are 

Spenser's Faerie Queene, Sidney's Astrophil and Stella and Shakespeare's sonnets. 

Elizabethan Lyric Poetry 

’The Faerie Queene’ is the only long Elizabethan poem of the very highest rank, 

but Spenser, as we have seen, is almost equally conspicuous as a lyric poet. In that 

respect he was one among a throng of melodists who made the Elizabethan age in 

many respects the greatest lyric period in the history of English or perhaps of any 

literature. Still grander, to be sure, by the nature of the two forms, was the Elizabethan 

achievement in the drama, which we shall consider in the next chapter; but the lyrics 

have the advantage in sheer delightfulness and, of course, in rapid and direct appeal. 

The zest for lyric poetry somewhat artificially inaugurated at Court by Wyatt 

and Surrey seems to have largely subsided, like any other fad, after some years, but it 

vigorously revived, in much more genuine fashion, with the taste for other imaginative 

forms of literature, in the last two decades of Elizabeth’s reign. It revived, too, not only 

among the courtiers but among all classes; in no other form of literature was the 

diversity of authors so marked; almost every writer of the period who was not purely 

a man of prose seems to have been gifted with the lyric power. 

The qualities which especially distinguish the Elizabethan lyrics are fluency, 

sweetness, melody, and an enthusiastic joy in life, all spontaneous, direct, and 

exquisite. Uniting the genuineness of the popular ballad with the finer sense of 

conscious artistic poetry, these poems possess a charm different, though in an only half 

definable way, from that of any other lyrics. In subjects they display the usual lyric 

variety. There are songs of delight in Nature; a multitude of love poems of all moods; 

many pastorals, in which, generally, the pastoral conventions sit lightly on the genuine 

poetical feeling; occasional patriotic outbursts; and some reflective and religious 

poems. In stanza structure the number of forms is unusually great, but in most cases 

stanzas are internally varied and have a large admixture of short, ringing or musing, 

lines. The lyrics were published sometimes in collections by single authors, sometimes 

in the series of anthologies which succeeded to Tottel’s ’Miscellany.’ Some of these 

anthologies were books of songs with the accompanying music; for music, brought 

with all the other cultural influences from Italy and France, was now enthusiastically 

cultivated, and the soft melody of many of the best Elizabethan lyrics is that of 

accomplished composers. Many of the lyrics, again, are included as songs in the 

dramas of the time; and Shakspere’s comedies show him nearly as preeminent among 

the lyric poets as among the playwrights. 

Some of the finest of the lyrics are anonymous. Among the best of the known 

poets are these: George 
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