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ABSTRACT

Closure is one of the most important putative goals for highly structured Renaissance verse.
Elements of structure—for example, sophisticated prosody or the embedding of a poem within a
web of intertextual relationships—determine how poets work toward closure. This project
explores how verse forms and genre manifest poets’ attempts to create resolution, and,
significantly, how often the challenges of the process instead become the object of focus.
Developing a New Formalist approach that focuses on how literary forms are inherently
responsive (both to the social conventions that inform various genres and to the expressive goals
of individual authors), | examine texts in four important Renaissance poetic genres: epyllion
(William Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis [1593]), satire (Joseph Hall’s Virgidemiae [1598,

1599]), religious lyric (George Herbert’s The Temple [1633]), and pastoral elegy (John Milton’s



Epitaphium Damonis [1639] and Lycidas [1637, 1645]). These works illuminate some of the
most significant strategies of authors who often meditate on the appeal of definitive, resolved

conclusions and also on the complex ways their works become conditioned by the hope and

struggle for resolution.
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1. INTRODUCTION: RENAISSANCE “ACT|[S] OF FORM”

“[S]o long as there is daily progress, there cannot be perfection” (John Calvin,
Commentary on Ephesians 5:27).

“And in things artificiall, seldome any elegance is wrought without a superfluous wast
and refuse in the transaction. No Marble statue can be politely carv’d, no fair edifice built
without almost as much rubbish and sweeping” (John Milton, Reason of Church-
Government 796).

Even ostensibly straightforward lyric situations can spawn alarmingly plural goals. In
Astrophil and Stella 1, Astrophil is very clear about his emotional state—he “Lov[es] in truth”—
but his plan of action jumbles together his objective and the means he wants to pursue. “[M]y
love to show” is at once a goal and, as the subordinating beginning of the following line shows,
only a step in the process: “Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show, / That she, dear
she, might take some pleasure of my pain” (1-2). The incremental gradatio in the rest of the
octave presents necessary steps in Astrophil’s wooing agenda. This agenda seems to reach its
goal with the “grace” (4) that will bloom from Stella’s pity, and the arrival of the main verb at
last lends some security: in order to achieve this purpose, “I sought fit words” (5). But even this
objective, to seek and find fit words, becomes in turn a means to an end. Astrophil “sought fit
words” (5) from the “inventions fine” in “others’ leaves” (6, 7), but his plan is to write, not just
to read; he must “paint the blackest face of woe” (5). And this goal in turn has at least two faces,
to represent his own emotional state and “her wits to entertain” (6). As the octave progresses,
Astrophil’s objectives are repeatedly demoted to elements in a procedure, and the sestet shows a
stymied writing process, Astrophil “great with child to speak, and helpless in [his] throes” (12).
The sonnet’s conclusion, the muse’s direction to “look in thy heart and write” (14), is not the
straightforward command or decisive plan of action it seems to be—or at least, it is one goal

among many. The verb “write” lacks a single object, and, as the sonnet sequence unfolds by



degrees, we see that plurality develop: even wooing Stella is a mission carried on in tandem with
others—to document his own envy, discontent, optimism, delight (and so on), to quash critics,
and to praise Stella’s beauty and lament her collusion with Cupid (e.g., Astrophil and Stella 17,
in which an angry Venus has destroyed Cupid’s armament but Stella supplies him with
replacements—eyebrow-bows, eye-arrows). Considered in this light, the hexameters of
Astrophil and Stella 1 signal more than the ambition to extend beyond the conventions of sonnet-
writing. They open the sequence with a gesture of bursting at the prosodic seams, illustrating the
pressure | describe above: this sonnet, and the sequence, have much more to accomplish than
wooing, and this plurality demonstrates how Sidney pushes the limits of the Petrarchan sonnet
tradition.

In a poem with relatively firm closure, too, the elements that resist conclusiveness can
illuminate aesthetic or philosophical priorities. Herbert’s “Love (III)” concludes the central
section of The Temple, and its own conclusion is comparatively determinate. Every wavering
hesitation of Herbert’s speaker, who calls himself “the unkind, the ungrateful” (9), is parried by
the sociable coaxing of Love. His soul draws back, “But quick-eye’d Love, observing me grow
slack / From my first entrance in, / Drew nearer to me” (3-5). His self-deprecation is answered
by Love’s reassurance of reciprocity (“Who made the eyes but 1?”°), and his averted gaze (“I
cannot look on thee”) is kindly overcome by the intimacy of Love taking his hand (10-12). The
speaker’s hesitations and retreats, in short, tend not only toward incompletion but inability to
begin; the quasi-allegorical scene of “Love (II1)” shows the speaker’s dithering at the door of
Love’s feast, fearful that he is not ready and not worthy. Love’s welcome overcomes his
hesitation wholly; the poem’s concluding lines relate acceptance and accomplished action: “You

must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat: / So I did sit and eat” (17-18). The eucharistic



character of this feast expresses genuine conclusiveness—the speaker shows the active, willful
choice to participate in the feast and acceptance of Love’s invitation. Yet the evocation of the
Eucharist also points us to the complexities of this conclusion: the speaker’s readiness to
participate and his participation itself are complete, but neither is a spiritual goal (in the sense
that the pursuit of faith does not come to total fruition through the participation in a sacrament).
Rather, the accomplished act, “I did sit and eat,” whether taken literally or metaphorically,
reminds us that the participation in Love’s feast is necessarily ongoing and reiterated: we do not
sit and eat only once, whether at table or communion rail. The completion of “Love (III)” is a
discrete instance of completion, both for the poem in isolation and because it ends the central
section of Herbert’s volume of lyrics. Its closure is not false, then, but exists as a resolution
among thematically ongoing currents. These currents include the architectural metaphor of The
Temple’s structure, which emphasizes steps taken as part of a larger process, and “Love (IIT)”
exists in the midst of that discursive architecture. Likewise, as | will discuss in Chapter 4, many
of The Temple’s lyrics dwell on the need to repeat and reaffirm the devotional processes they
describe.

This project focuses on struggles toward resolution in Renaissance lyric poetry. A
complex relationship exists between, for instance, the ending of a poem and the ways it brings its
subjects toward closure, which, following Barbara Herrnstein Smith, I define as “sense of stable
conclusiveness, finality, or ‘clinch’” (2), not a point where a poem merely drops off or ceases.
The lyrics | explore reflect a variety of attempts to create closure through formal structures, such
as prosodic patterns and repetition that produce that “clinch,” and authors’ use and modification
of recognizable generic patterns that juxtapose their textual predecessors with their own unique

attempts to resolve their subjects. To resolve is, among other things, “to settle . . . to reconcile



opposing elements or tendencies” (II1.17.d) and “to break up or separate (a material thing) into
constituent parts” (I1.8.a): resolution can involve either separation or reconciliation. It can also
suggest both clarification (111.17.b) and the conversion, transformation, or alteration of a thing
(I.10.a), to confirm one’s understanding of something and also to acknowledge its mutability.

The highly structured verse of the Renaissance balances multiple goals, including
proficiency in versifying, successful imitation of contemporary and classical sources, and the
invention of novelties in prosody and in the rhetorical disposition of the poet’s materials.
Because engagement with poetic predecessors and existing literary conventions was so central to
the compositional process, the shaping of an original, compelling resolution was an especially
important challenge for early modern poets—a challenge that entailed attention to endings,
thematic and prosodic, as well as to the paths of development that led to them. Closure and the
ways one might try to create it are among the most important preoccupations for the poetry of
this period. As authors shaped new material and reinvented their sources, they had to find ways
to give their works coherence and integrity—to figure out the “clinch” that could arise from the
blend of new and recycled material. In this project, | explore how elements of poetic structure
reflect authors’ efforts to create closure and register the difficulties they find themselves facing
in the attempt. Developing a New Formalist approach that focuses on how literary forms are
inherently responsive (both to the social conventions that inform various genres and the
expressive goals of individual authors), I examine texts in four important Renaissance poetic
genres. In the following chapter, | address the popular erotic verse form of epyllion through a
reading of William Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis (1593). Shakespeare’s poem, which adapts
a number of classical intertexts and mingles the drive of narrative with the pause of lyric,

explores the mechanisms of delay and thwarted fulfillment through Adonis’s resistance of



Venus’s overtures. I then turn to the self-proclaimed first English satirist, Joseph Hall, and his
books of satires, the Virgidemiae (1598, 1599). Hall delivered contentious verses to a
contentious audience; the satires register the proliferation of critical responses that troubled Hall
as well as Hall’s ultimately futile wish to enforce sympathy from his readers. While the prospect
of ongoing responses troubled Hall, George Herbert found reflections on ongoing processes a
valuable aid to religious meditation. In the lyrics of The Temple (1633), he frequently dwells on
habit—clothing and repeated behavior—as a metaphor for productive spiritual process and a
source of insight into divine creativity. Finally, I address elegy, the poetic form that contends
with enforced closure—a life has ended—by exploring John Milton’s two pastoral elegies,
Epitaphium Damonis (1639) and Lycidas (1637, 1645). Looking backward at the lives of
Charles Diodati and Edward King, evaluating his own present compositional challenges, and
peering hopefully into the future of poetic achievement, Milton used poetry that mourns endings
as an occasion to contemplate what he might yet be able to achieve. The poets I consider here
rarely find their way to closure, but their works testify to the ways that structured poetic forms

can be used to articulate the appeal of resolution and the variety of strategies that might lead to it.

1.1 New Formalism and Closure

The most extensive study of the resources of poetry to strive toward finality, not mere
stopping, remains Smith’s Poetic Closure (1968). She draws predominantly on lyric poetry for
her examples, and likewise predominantly from English Renaissance authors, but addresses a
larger historical scope than | undertake to cover. Her bias toward lyric and the work of
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century poets implies, however, that this type of composition and this

historical period offer especially fertile ground for an exploration of the principles of closure.



Smith’s critical approach is colored significantly by reader-response theory, and to a lesser extent
by a performative understanding of poetry: she argues that a poem is a representation of an
utterance (and so performative in J. L. Austin’s sense of the term), and her study draws frequent
analogies from the composition and performance of music.> Although her audience-centered
approach is carefully qualified—she does not seek recourse to an ideal reader, whether
competent or inept—her argument entails the liabilities of speculation that reader-response
criticism often faces (e.g., that a rhetorical maneuver in a lyric from The Temple necessarily
produces a “reversal of . . . expectation” [70] in a reader’s mind). My critical approach in this
project, informed by both aesthetic and historical awareness, can illuminate what Smith’s
temporally broader sampling of works and sometimes straitened ahistorical interpretation cannot.
Contrary to her claims, a poem cannot be “unmoored [and] isolated from the circumstances and
motives that might have occasioned it” (15), in favor of the immediacy of a reader’s or auditor’s
reception of the poem being performed (16). She deals ably, though generally, with the
thematic, organizational, and structural elements that shape closure in poetry; my work is attuned
more closely to what such elements can show about Renaissance poets’ compositional priorities.
Smith’s study, while an important foundation for my discussion of closure in lyric, is
almost 50 years old; subsequent books and articles that have addressed closure have often steered
away from lyric in favor of exploring other genres. Patricia Parker, for example, addresses
closure through romance because, she argues, one of the distinguishing features of the romance

form is that it “simultaneously quests for and postpones a particular end, objective, or object”

1 For Austin’s discussion of speech acts, see How to Do Things with Words (Cambridge:

Harvard UP, 1962).



(4). Elizabeth J. MacArthur, beginning with the precepts that “closure is one of the defining
elements of a narrative” and that it is necessarily backward-looking, enclosing all the preceding
events, explores the “series of present moments” in eighteenth-century epistolary narratives as a
significant exception to these generalizations (3). And Alessandro Barchiesi considers the
political and poetic implications of the structural relationships within and between the
Metamorphoses and the Fasti, explaining how, particularly in the former text, “So many
strategies of closure are exhausted one after another: recapitulation . . ., anticipation of modernity
..., thematic inversion . . ., deification and panegyric . . ., a prayer for the ruler, a prophecy of
literary fame . . . —all these rival strategies invite the reader to negotiate a new idea of closure
that controls the form of the text” (197).

More recently, Rachel Cole has reconsidered lyric closure by analyzing the capacity of
lyric “to imagine and offer satisfaction” (384). Lyric is not a solipsistic or self-indulgent form,
but a potential paradigm for ethical interaction between people; as she argues, “contentment
shapes human relationships,” and the contentment created through lyric resolution can model, for
example, the “ethics of accord” (385, 387). Drawing on the work of Jonathan Culler in her
definition of lyric, Cole articulates a valuable reminder that an excessively categorical mindset
limits critics’ ability to perceive the nuances of individual poetic works: “[o]ur ‘normative
models’ of lyric poetry should ‘proliferate’ as we catalog the genre’s formal structures, creating a
complex taxonomy of lyric features and their variant effects” (396). The works I discuss in the
following chapters are certainly products of culture, ideology, and historical circumstance—»but
they are also crucially, literally, the products of authors who deliberately shaped their texts’ form

and aesthetics.
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In my analyses, | focus frequently on the versification and other structural choices of
each author. Nevertheless, | adapt the theoretical structure of each chapter according to the
quirks of the texts. My analysis will, in different chapters, foreground different aspects of the
poems: the mechanics of prosody, the appropriation and adaptation of intertexts, cultural and
literary precedents that inform the poets’ approaches to their subjects, biographical context, and
the reception of the poems by their early modern and twenty-first-century readers. Employing a
variety of approaches has allowed me to elucidate the preoccupations and distinctive
circumstances that a single methodology might partially obscure.

My attempt to balance questions of form with questions of each text’s creation and
reception reflect recent theorizations of New Formalism. As Cole’s remarks show, critics have
cautioned against critical habits that categorize too strictly both texts (through, for example,
genre labels) and schools of literary theory (through analysis that gives overwhelming priority to
a single aspect of a text, whether that be its formal features, its place in cultural or textual
history, or its manifestation of an ideology). After surveying important late twentieth- and early
twenty-first-century critics who have contributed to the development of New Formalist literary
criticism, Marjorie Levinson observes that many of the scholars she examined are “wary of the
new formalist label, and I share their bias against the categorical thinking encouraged by such
labels, which have been legion over the past half century” (568). Levinson characterizes New
Formalism as “a movement rather than a theory or method” (560), a distinction that productively
resists reducing New Formalism to a single, prescriptive program of critical process. Verena
Theile echoes Levinson’s sentiment in her own characterization of New Formalist practice,
which encourages interpretations that are sensitive to the mutual interplay between a text’s

formal features, an individual author’s compositional priorities, and cultural context:
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New Formalism recognizes the form literature has taken and the aesthetics it has
appropriated, and it is these that New Formalist critics examine in order to
comment on that literature’s unique contribution to the canon and to the culture in
which it was composed, consumed, and collected. New Formalism, in all its
incarnations, be they intrinsic, lyrical, or historical, seeks to understand the way in
which form is reinvented and reshaped and reinterpreted, and it does so against a
historically and politically charged background. (8)

Theile’s description illuminates the living, active quality of form. A New Formalist can

therefore examine textual form as the dynamic creature it is, and can adjust the subjects of her

focus according to the contexts that shape them and that they shape in return.

Thus, my critical approach in the following chapters alters when it alteration finds. In my
analysis of Venus and Adonis, Shakespeare’s adjustments to his Ovidian intertext is essential for
an informed reading of the hapless youth’s fate. My close reading and use of adaptation theory
reflect my conviction that Shakespeare’s exploration of closure and fulfillment is contingent on
minute formal structures like the couplet of a sixain as well as the much broader, systematic
structures of adaptation, which can reshape the generic contours of a text even as they reproduce
the themes or narrative patterns of existing works. Similarly, both the generic precedent of
Elizabethan controversial discourse and Juvenalian satire are important aspects of my discussion
of Joseph Hall’s Virgidemiae. But a complete understanding of the defensive satirist’s works
requires attention to the ways he negotiates with his frequently hostile readers within the satires
themselves, responding in his text to the audience whose reactions (he wishes to believe) are

within his control. Because Hall is a minor figure in the twenty-first-century literary canon, my



12

discussion also examines the reception of his satires at one of the only points where he becomes
practically visible to current criticism: in his conflict with John Milton.

While Hall’s satires are best appreciated within a variety of historical contexts (among
the Elizabethan satirists, as a discursive target for Milton, and as juvenilia insignificant to
modern criticism in comparison with Hall’s devotional and utopian works), the religious lyrics of
Herbert require a more specific exploration of historical and doctrinal circumstances. Focusing
on Herbert’s recurring use of clothing metaphors in The Temple, | examine the Elizabethan
controversy over the social and theological significance of priestly vestments that informs his
imagery. My analysis highlights the importance of the subtlety and inventiveness of his prosody
and also the doctrinal debates that suggest why Herbert found clothing to be such a powerful
metaphorical vehicle. Finally, my discussion of Milton’s pastoral elegies reflects the emphasis
that Milton himself placed on engagement with precedent (the conventions of classical pastoral
and the representation of his own youth) and with a projected future (the epic adumbrated by his
choice to embrace Virgilian pastoral). Just as Milton meditated on the place of pastoral within
his career, my analysis is likewise attuned to the how the pastoral genre and articulations of
personal ambition interrelate through Milton’s early and late works.

The virtue of a New Formalist approach is to understand a poem in part as the bearer of a
set of imprints, and such traces include the concerns highlighted by New Historicist scholarship,
namely, the significance to poetic creation of political and ideological pressures, social norms,
economic influences, and the material circumstances that condition the production of texts in
both manuscript and print. New Historicist methodology also opens up a wide variety of non-
literary texts for analysis (a freedom | embrace in my discussion of Herbert, for example, as |

consider his prose manual for priestly behavior, The Country Parson, alongside the canonical
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lyrics of The Temple).? As Paul Alpers has recently quipped, “those who forget historicism are
condemned to repeat it” (309). Drawing attention to “lyric situations” rather than using the
historicizing vocabulary of “context” and “circumstance,” Alpers suggests that a reading of
lyrics as an author’s “purposive utterance” can include the acknowledgment of historical realities
as well as appreciation for the artistic specificity of an individual poem (328). Aesthetic
concerns remain central to my discussion because a literary creation in a disciplined form like
lyric verse exclaims through the very conspicuousness of its constructed nature that its medium

is not merely a disposable vehicle. The idiosyncratic content of a poem “gets to count as

2 New Historicism has also illuminated how the self-consciousness characteristic of lyric is
responsive in many ways to cultural factors unique to the early modern period. Stephen
Greenblatt’s iconic Renaissance Self-Fashioning invited readers to see how authors’ concerns
with self-fashioning blurred the “distinction between literature and social life” and how
authors as well as their lyrics were “cultural artifacts” (3). Many influential studies following
in Greenblatt’s wake have offered valuable explorations of the historical contingency of early
modern lyrics, including discussions of manuscript and print culture (Arthur Marotti,
Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric [Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1995]), the
tensions of social classification (Christopher Warley, Sonnet Sequences and Social
Distinction in Renaissance England [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005]), the disruption of
gender norms (Catherine Bates, Masculinity, Gender, and Identity in the English Renaissance
Lyric [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2007]), and the evolving early modern understanding of
social order, family values, and sensuality (Catherine Belsey, “Love as Trompe-1’oeil:

Taxonomies of Desire in Venus and Adonis,” Shakespeare Quarterly 46.3 [1995]: 257-76).
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material in the first place by virtue of its relationship to an act . . . of framing, an act of form”
(Kaufman 135).2 The pressures that shape a poet’s formal choices are always both historically
and aesthetically situated, and my analysis accounts for the former while centering on the latter,

the “act of form.”

1.2 Narrative and Lyric

Although I focus on lyric in this project, narrative elements often shape individual
poems’ development. Narrative tends to drive toward a telos, and while the arrival there may be
fraught with problems of causality or a sense that the ending only concludes one episode in a
larger, still incomplete drama, plot progression usually offers an identifiable objective—
something comes to an end or to fruition: an event, an attitude, a life. Lyric poetry, with its
emphasis on the reflection of a moment, an idea, or a psychological state, is a much more
recalcitrant beast. The opposition between lyric and narrative is useful in the way that all
classifications are useful: systematic comparison can produce lists of definitive and relatively
clear-cut traits. Lyric is the domain of description, and highly-wrought prosody; narrative moves

in time through a series of events. Even thorough classification is reductive, however; as |

3 Robert Kaufman’s discussion of Blakean formalism draws on the Kantean distinction
between material (non-universalizable) and formal (universalizable) principles. In poetics,
Kaufman argues, formalism is not necessarily the imposition of hegemonic constraint, but
can be “a name for commitments to the modes by which formal dynamics enable perception

and critical thought” (135).
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suggested above, classification omits idiosyncratic details in favor of generalization, and the
boundaries between even theoretically opposed categories can be permeable.

Lyric and narrative elements interpenetrate in many of the poems I consider in the
following chapters. Although an intermittently significant element of development in the works
of Hall, Herbert, and Milton, this interpenetration is particularly evident in Venus and Adonis. It
can be useful to distinguish narrative from lyric by the presence or emphasis on events unfolding
in temporal sequence, and qualities related to such a sequence—Ilinearity, progression—can
serve as points of contrast by which to characterize lyric, which has, as Heather Dubrow puts it, a
“predilection for circularity . . . manifest above all in its refrains” (50). The lyric mode, which is
“associated etymologically with versus, the Latin word whose principle denotations include
‘turning,” involves process and lability. ... [R]ather than impeding narrative, lyric often turns to
it or turns into it” (13). If the tendency not to move steadily forward is a hallmark of lyric, then
Venus and Adonis certainly participates in this quality. Lauren Shohet remarks dryly that “the
poem’s so-called ‘action’—Adonis’s sporadic bursts of motion away from Venus and toward the
hunt—moves briskly forward precisely whenever Venus stops talking” (91)—and because
Venus’s discourse occupies the majority of the poem, the narrative is at rest more often than it is
in motion. The “blocked chronological progressions” (Dubrow 50) that often characterize lyric
are central to the tantalizing delay and deferral that make Shakespeare’s epyllion so lively.

Narrative is not immune to the pause of lyric; rather, the momentum of narrative progress
is often conditioned by it. In her study of poetic narrative, Clare Regan Kinney notes that the
way a narrative unfolds is a matter of pacing; just as in a novel, “the long narrative poem is . . .
an exercise in the controlled release of significance” (5). The act of reading a narrative poem

involves evaluation of how the poem’s fabula, the literal events it contains, is developed into its
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szujet, the deployment of those events “to create an aesthetically satisfying whole” (5). The
drive of narrative, she argues, is “counterpoint[ed]” and shaped by prosody: “complicating the
linear impulse toward the cumulative production of meaning . . . are the local pressures of poetic
form” (6). The formal qualities that characterize a narrative poem, including the metrical and
rhythmic features of stanzas, can redirect focus from the “aesthetic and didactic ends of
narrative” to “the rhetorical moment” (9-10). Kinney’s view illustrates that narrative is as much
characterized by what slows or halts it as what drives it forward; Venus and Adonis, with its
repeatedly thwarted action and allusions to Ovidian transformation, invites readers to dwell on
the peculiarities of successive “rhetorical moment[s].” In Lycidas, the “higher mood” and “dread
voice” (1. 87, 132) of artistically lofty and apocalyptic concerns, signaled respectively by the
intrusions of Phoebus and St. Peter, momentarily redirect but do not derail the elegy’s pastoral
mood. There is no reason, then, to insist on a stark opposition between the poetics of lyric and
narrative. The interplay of the two, an arrangement of forms and the process by which a reader

encounters them, amounts to an interpretive guidepost.

1.3 Organization and Texts

| center each of the following chapters on a poetic mode and the uses to which the
individual poets put prosodic and other textual forms. Organized chronologically, the chapters
address poems composed within a span of approximately 50 years. | begin in the 1590s because

the end of the sixteenth century represents a crucial period in English lyric-writing, as
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demonstrated most clearly by the vogue for sonnets.* Animated by the publication of Astrophil
and Stella, authors sought the wide scope of audience afforded by print as they experimented
with the motifs of Petrarchism and different kinds of self-representation, from the conventionally
love-lorn admirer (Sidney’s Astrophil) to the laboriously learned laureate (the quasi-
autobiographical speaker of Drayton’s sonnet sequence ldea). The popularity of sonnets testifies
to a widespread conviction that the adept management of prosody was a key skill for a poet.
Even more important, the structure of a sonnet, which entails tracking an idea through at least
one turn of perspective (and possibly more), shows that lyric poets were carefully attuned to the
value of articulating process and change as well as asserting resolution or lamenting its absence.
While the obsession with sonnets calmed in the early seventeenth century, the values that had
underlain the form’s popularity continued to influence poets strongly—particularly through an
appreciation for the ways lyric can unfold different aspects of an issue or an attitude, and perhaps
serve as a vehicle to envision, if not to accomplish, closure. This legacy of late Elizabethan
sonnet-writing extends at least through the middle of the seventeenth century, when Milton still
found the form compelling enough to sublimate it into the structure of Lycidas (as | discuss more
fully in Chapter 5) and to include sonnets in the 1645 volume that signaled his laureate ambition.
While I treat sonnets only occasionally in the following chapters, then, the form is an
important catalyst for the applications of lyric explored by Shakespeare, Hall, Herbert, and

Milton. In the first half of the seventeenth century, the focused interest in sonnets ramified into

4 Fourteen sonnet sequences were published between 1591 and 1609 (Hutchison 35), and, if we
count the multiple revisions and reprintings from poets like Michael Drayton, that figure

increases.
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appreciation for other complex poetic forms, including, for instance, the stanza Spenser invented
for his epic romance. After its initial publication in the 1590s, the Faerie Queene was
republished in 1609 and 1611 in a collected volume impressively titled The Faerie Queene: The
Shepheardes Calendar: Together with the other Works of England’s Arch-Poét, Edm. Spenser
(Bateson 417). Donne had composed his lyrics during the last decade of the sixteenth century
and the first decades of the seventeenth century, and many of these verses circulated in
manuscript; once published in 1633, the Poems, by J. D. remained popular, and went through
three editions by 1639 (Bateson 441).°> Of the authors | discuss in the following chapters, Hall is
perhaps the least invested in prosodic experimentation, although his use of sixains in the
prefatory poems to his satires show that he found it worthwhile to gesture toward his awareness,
if not mastery, of a stanzaic form with intertwining rhyme. In general, the poets composing in
the early seventeenth century were eager to explore self-conscious and formally sophisticated
lyrics, and their audiences were eager to see the fruits of their labors. In the latter half of the
seventeenth century, however, less ornately twisted rhyming patterns became the norm for the
lyrics of, for example, Katherine Philips (1678) and Andrew Marvell (1681), and serious interest
in complex lyric forms lapsed until the Romantics revived it approximately a century later. The

chronological organization of chapters and the treatment of diverse forms composed by authors

5 Even less widely popular volumes reflected interest in prosodic skill, e.g., the poems of
Aemelia Lanyer (Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum, 1611) and Lady Mary Wroth (The Countess of
Montgomery’s Urania, in which the sonnet sequence Pamphilia to Amphilanthus appears,

1621).
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with a range of expressive goals allows us to see how the preoccupations with form persistently
interested authors and readers from the 1590s through the 1640s.

In different ways, each author tests the appeal of formal closure, e.g., the fulfillment of
prosodic patterns and the appropriation of recognizable textual elements to create in a reader’s
mind the satisfaction of mingled familiarity and novelty. Ultimately, for these poets, resolution
does not spring from the fulfillment implied by prosodic inventiveness or the ingenious re-
working of an existing text. Instead, their texts’ accomplishment lies in skilfully articulated
aspiration. Whether the aspired goal is the conclusion of mourning and fulfillment of poetic
ambition, as with Milton’s pastoral elegies, or a private revelation of the divine, as in Herbert’s
devotional lyrics, the poets | analyze shape their art out of the processes, both aesthetic and
psychological, that aim toward closure.

In the first chapter that follows, I argue that adaptation, which calls attention to
intertextuality, likewise foregrounds process and development as an audience evaluates the
adapted text against its source(s). Shakespeare’s disposition of preexisting Ovidian material and
his changes to it are essential to the form of Venus and Adonis, and the mechanisms of
transformation are central to the poem’s resolution. Adonis is preoccupied with process,
dwelling on delay and his own immaturity. | emphasize that his response to Venus is not
rejection, but a conditional acceptance predicated on his awareness of his own developing form,
which is not yet ready for the role she wants him to play. Unfortunately, no amount of clever
formal positioning—whether Venus swiping Adonis into an amorous embrace or the finality of
each sixain’s epigrammatic concluding couplet—can synthesize resolution and fulfillment.

Shakespeare’s epyllion offers satisfaction in its dramatization of tantalizing delay, and in this
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respect we can locate the poem’s objective not in the ending taken from Ovid but in the act of
adaptation itself.

Building on my discussion of the responsiveness of early modern texts, | consider in
Chapter 3 the relationships between satirists, the topics that provoke them to write, and the
reactions of their readers. While external stimuli (such as love of a person or of God) occasion
poetry in many lyric subgenres, the object of satire is liable to be a much less sublime or
ineffable matter, and the response it elicits from its targets is likely to be hostile. Reflecting a
Juvenalian model of aggressive and allusive satire, Hall’s topical poems, the six books of the
Virgidemiae (1598 and 1599), attempt to create a decisive sense of closure. However, an
offended audience may not be so willing to let go of a topic or the satirist who raised it: | argue
that Hall’s self-conscious meditations on the targets of anger and satiric laughter reflect the
struggles of a young poet trying to reconcile his nascent aesthetic with the sometimes hostile
readers who imitated and attacked his work well after he himself stopped responding. Invoking
laughter as a tool to define and condemn what he considers unacceptable, Hall ultimately
suggests that restrained silence is necessary to close off an ever-escalating rhetorical duel
between an angry satirist and an offended audience.

Although Hall found the prospect of persistent responses to his satires discomfiting,
Herbert regarded ongoingness as a key resource to religious devotion and a vital way to access
the divine. 1 argue in my fourth chapter that, in the lyrics of The Temple, Herbert explores this
principle of continual action through clothing metaphors. The discussion begins with a
contextualization of Herbert’s clothing metaphors through the Elizabethan vestiarian
controversy, which entailed debate over the symbolic implications of church ceremony and the

conventions of priestly dress. | then explore The Temple’s opening section, “The Church-porch,”



21

which attempts to teach its readers spiritually productive self-scrutiny through vanity about
dress, and I address a selection of lyrics from The Temple that develop an aesthetic of piety
expressed through the shedding or dissolution of garments. The chapter concludes with an
examination of Herbert’s lyrics that describe the opposite process, the assumption of priestly
clothing. Herbert uses the renewal of human habit—clothing and repeated actions—
symbolically mimics the ongoing quality Herbert ascribes to divine creation.

In my final chapter, | examine the resources of the poetry of mourning to achieve closure.
Elegy offers one of the most useful poetic environments in which to study closure because the
ending of a life, whether abruptly premature or mournfully anticipated, is fundamentally that, an
end. The labor of the elegist is to find or to create closure from that rough cutting-off. This
chapter addresses Milton’s two pastoral elegies, Lycidas and Epitaphium Damonis, both of
which lament premature, tragic deaths and which attempt to create consolation and closure by
focusing intensely on the subjectivity of the grieving poet. Dwelling mournfully on the
unfulfilled and unfulfillable lives of the dead Edward King and Charles Diodati, Milton
refocuses the pastoral elegies to meditate on his own as-yet-unfulfilled poetic ambitions, which
he hopes can come to fruition. Although Milton anticipates the composition of epic in these two
lyrics, they reflect more uncertainty than critics have recognized about the place of pastoral
within his career. In the late works Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, Milton shows that he
was unwilling to estrange himself from elements of his intellectual past and continued to draw on
his early poetry in his later career.

All of the chapters that follow dwell on static prosodic forms—the architecture of verse
that preoccupied so many early modern poets and that they turned to such diverse expressive

uses. Ultimately, however, this project studies form in motion: lyric stillness counterpoised with
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unfolding narrative; preexisting stories adapted and transformed to express new ideas; the
destinies of poetic selves asserted and brooded upon through the fiction of lyric speakers. The
heart of the texts I explore is in such “act[s] of form,” the processes of articulation that reflect, on
one hand, the manifold ways that resolution is contingent on factors beyond the poet’s control,
and, on the other, an exploration of the resources of language to understand, if not to overcome,
those challenges. Thematic closure—some kind of arrival at a goal—is often present and
substantive, yet because the teleological drive that characterizes narrative poetry operates less
strongly in lyric, the lyric form invites a consideration of which elements in a poem have come to
rest and which have not. What can be brought to an end is much more liable to be earthly,
accessible, human, concrete. By drawing out elements of ongoing process and local completion
together, Shakespeare, Hall, Herbert, and Milton explore closure in many permutations: when is
it possible? How near can | get to it? Can | arrive there only to find resolution taken away from
me? What resolution can I count on? Eliot’s Prufrock, fearing and failing to seize the day, must
ask, “Then how should I begin?” (69). The lyric poets of the Renaissance, often facing a similar

burden of full and adequate expression, must ask, “How should I end?”
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