Dr. Nagla 
First Semester


Criticism (9)
Third Year
The Defense of Poetry
· In the first part, Sidney spoke about poetry in general; how it is the most ancient kind of learning, how it is found all over the world; universal, in civilized and uncivilized countries. Poetry according to Sidney was honored by the Greeks and Romans; poets were regarded as creators, prophets and makers. Poetry is more valuable than history and philosophy. 
· In the second part, Sidney speaks about the objections raised against poetry. 

· After each part of his essay he gives a conclusion. This conclusion is a concluding paragraph where he gives a summary of all that came in the previous part. 

· The conclusion of the first part: after he gave us different kinds of poetry, he says:
“Since, then, poetry is of all human learnings the most ancient and of most fatherly antiquity, as from whence other learnings have taken their beginnings; since it is so universal that no learned nation doth despise it, nor barbarous nation is without it; since both Roman and Greek gave divine names unto it, the one of “prophesying,” the other of “making,” and that indeed that name of “making” is fit for him, considering that whereas other arts retain themselves within their subjects, and receive, as it were, their being from it, the poet only bringeth his own stuff, and doth not learn a conceit out of a matter, but maketh matter for a conceit; since neither his description nor his end containeth any evil, the thing described cannot be evil; since his effects be so good as to teach goodness, and delight the learners of it; since therein—namely in moral doctrine, the chief of all knowledges—he doth not only far pass the historian, but for instructing is well nigh comparable to the philosopher, and for moving leaveth him behind him; since the Holy Scripture, wherein there is no uncleanness, hath whole parts in it poetical, and that even our Saviour Christ vouchsafed to use the flowers of it; since all his kinds are not only in their united forms, but in their several dissections fully commendable; I think, and think I think rightly, the laurel crown appointed for triumphant captains doth worthily, of all other learnings, honor the poet’s triumph.
· He points out the antiquity of poetry. It is also universal that it is found in all nations, whether civilized or uncivilized. Both Romans and Greeks honored their poets and gave them divine names. 
· Poetry, according to Sidney, does not teach evil; it teaches only virtue. This is poetic justice. Poetry teaches by delighting. A poet is like the philosopher in teaching, but he is better in delighting; he is also better than the historian. Poetry has poetic justice which is not found in history. 
· All religions used poetry. Sidney gives Christianity as an example; he says Christ used poetry in his teaching of Christianity.
· Although there are many kinds of poetry, they are all commendable; all are good and worth reading. 
· The poet deserves to have a crown for being the best; poetry is better than philosophy and history.
· The second part:- 
· Sidney speaks about the different objections that were raised at that time against poetry. 
· He starts by saying that those who are against poetry are not wise; they are foolish. Instead of laughing at poetry, according to Sidney, we should laugh at those who laugh at poetry. 

· Sidney describes how he is trying to change the opinion of people; he is trying to answer back those who are attacking poetry.

· The first objection raised against poetry at that time was that poetry is full of rhyme:
“But that which giveth greatest scope to their scorning humor is riming and versing. It is already said, and as I think truly said, it is not riming and versing that maketh poesy. One may be a poet without versing, and a versifier without poetry. But yet presuppose it were inseparable—as indeed it seemeth Scaliger judgeth—truly it were an inseparable commendation.

· He has already explained the difference between poetry and verse; he said that verse is rhymed. Poetry can be rhymed or not. Not all verse is poetry, and not all poetry is verse; versification. 
· The first and greatest of those scornful objections against poetry is rhyming and verse. Rhyme alone is not enough to have poetry; we can have rhyme but we do not call it poetry. But, what does rhyme add to writing? It adds music. Sidney asks what is wrong with music. If music is added to words, it makes people memorize it easily. Rhyme is better in giving knowledge, and it does stick in the memory. It is true that not all poetry is verse. But, still if poetry has verse in it, what is wrong with verse?
“But lay aside the just praise it hath by being the only fit speech for music—music, I say, the most divine striker of the senses—thus much is undoubtedly true, that if reading be foolish without remembering, memory being the only treasurer of knowledge, those words which are fittest for memory are likewise most convenient for knowledge. Now that verse far exceedeth prose in the knitting up of the memory, the reason is manifest; the words, besides their delight, which hath a great affinity to memory, being so set, as one cannot be lost but the whole work fails;

· We acquire knowledge by reading, listening, experience… etc. What makes knowledge stay in the mind or stick to it? If this knowledge is good knowledge, and it is said with music, it sticks to the mind. 
· He says music arouses the senses; it attracts the attention more than ordinary speech. It would be foolish to read something without remembering what is read later on. If a person is well-learned, how is this person given that quality? When asked, this person gives a lot of information. This person may have gotten this information either by reading, experience, or observation. When something goes into his memory it stays there; when asked about something, his information comes out. So, what is the benefit of keeping knowledge inside without bringing it out? So, first of all, what is the benefit of reading and learning without having the information stay inside the mind? 
· The knowledge that goes inside the mind, how does it stay there? Mind is selective; it does not remember every spoken word. As Sidney says, the words that are fit or good enough to stay in the memory are the words valuable as knowledge. According to Sidney, what is important stays in the memory. 
· A song is easily remembered than an essay. If an important thing is in prose and in rhyme, which would stay easier and quicker in the memory? It is verse. Verse far exceeded prose. The knitting of the memory is made up of things given in verse more than those things given in prose. 
“So that verse being in itself sweet and orderly, and being best for memory, the only handle of knowledge, it must be in jest that any man can speak against it.

· If rhyme and verse are sweet and orderly (organized), then it is the best for memory. What we can remember mostly is what is given by rhyme; it gives information and knowledge. Those who attack poetry saying that rhyme is bad are the ones who should be attacked. 
· The second objection is divided into four points:-

· Verse was not a serious objection; there are many other objections raised against poetry. 
“ Now then go we to the most important imputations laid to the poor poets; for aught I can yet learn they are these.

First, that there being many other more fruitful knowledges, a man might better spend his time in them than in this.

Secondly, that it is the mother of lies.

Thirdly, that it is the nurse of abuse, infecting us with many pestilent desires, with a siren’s sweetness drawing the mind to the serpent’s tail of sinful fancies,—and herein especially comedies give the largest field to ear, 35 as Chaucer saith; how, both in other nations and in ours, before poets did soften us, we were full of courage, given to martial exercises, the pillars of manlike liberty, and not lulled asleep in shady idleness with poets’ pastimes.

And, lastly and chiefly, they cry out with an open mouth, as if they had overshot Robin Hood, that Plato banished them out of his Commonwealth. Truly this is much, if there be much truth in it.

· The first point: there are many other fields of knowledge man can spend time in better than reading poetry. This objection is speaking of how poetry is a waste of time.
· The second point: poetry is the mother of lies. 
· The third point: it is the nurse of abuse. It weakens people and makes them more feminine. It abuses man’s wit because it addresses the emotions. Emotions control our wits; thus, poetry abuses our wit. 
· The fourth point: the last objection used by all those who attack poetry is the famous accusations based on Plato’s banishment of poetry from his Society. 
· Sidney takes each point one by one and explains them. 
“First, to the first, that a man might better spend his time is a reason indeed; but it doth, as they say, but petere principium. For if it be, as I affirm, that no learning is so good as that which teacheth and moveth to virtue, and that none can both teach and move thereto so much as poesy
· People say that poetry is a waste of time. The aim of poetry, according to Sidney, is to teach and delight. He would teach by delighting people and moving their passions; this way they will be affected and they will learn. If this is the aim of poetry (learning and entertainment), why should it be considered a waste of time? What can be done with time better than learning, being happy with this learning, and being moved to the extent of being entertained? 
· Poetry teaches and moves us towards virtue; it urges us to be virtuous. There is nothing that can teach and move us to virtue more than poetry; it cannot be called a waste of time. There is no fruitful knowledge on earth better than that given by poetry. 
“To the second, therefore, that they should be the principal liars, I answer paradoxically, but truly, I think truly, that of all writers under the sun the poet is the least liar; and though he would, as a poet can scarcely be a liar… Now for the poet, he nothing affirmeth, and therefore never lieth. For, as I take it, to lie is to affirm that to be true which is false; so as the other artists, and especially the historian, affirming many things, can, in the cloudy knowledge of mankind, hardly escape from many lies. But the poet, as I said before, never affirmeth. The poet never maketh any circles about your imagination, to conjure you to believe for true what he writeth. He citeth not authorities of other histories, but even for his entry calleth the sweet Muses to inspire into him a good invention
· Sidney says that if we consider all writers, the poet is the least liar. When watching a play or a movie, it is similar, a replica of real life but it is also different; the events are not true but they are affective. The actor does not come out and say that it is not true; it is taken for granted that once you are watching a literary work you know it is imagination, not true. The idea of lying is saying something to be true while it is not. A poet never says that what he is doing is true; if a person is affected and thinks it is true, it is the mistake of the person who believes it to be true. 
· Sidney gives an example of a play: if there is a door on the stage with a writing on it that says “goes to Thebes”. If a person believes that by opening the door he will find the city behind it, it is the problem of this person. A king in a play is not a true king. Some accuse poetry of lying because there are names given to the characters, and those names are not true names; names are supposed to give liveliness to characters. This does not mean that the actors are lying. 
· If a poet does not affirm what he says to be true, how can he be lying? The poet never uses circles around the imagination of the audience; your imagination can rise as high as possible. Some people have more imagination than others. If you believe what a poet writes to be the truth, then this is your own imagination. A poet never says that whatever he is presenting is history; it is not exactly something that happened in life.   A poet never claims that what he writes is taken from real life or history; on the contrary, when he starts writing he calls the muses to come and help him in inventing and creating. He never tells us something that already exists; if he tells the opposite then he is lying. 
“What child is there that, coming to a play, and seeing Thebes written in great letters upon an old door, doth believe that it is Thebes? If then a man can arrive at that child’s-age, to know that the poet’s persons and doings are but pictures what should be, and not stories what have been, they will never give the lie to things not affirmatively but allegorically and figuratively written.

· Sidney gives an example of a child and a theater. If the child believes what is written on the door, he is a foolish child. 
“But hereto is replied that the poets give names to men they write of, which argueth a conceit of an actual truth, and so, not being true, proveth a falsehood. And doth the lawyer lie then, when, under the names of John of the Stile, and John of the Nokes, he putteth his case? But that is easily answered: their naming of men is but to make their picture the more lively, and not to build any history.
· He speaks about poets who give names to their characters. When poets paint a character they cannot leave it nameless. This does not mean that they are making history; they are making something imaginative, not true. Poets indicate this; they do not say they are making history. So, how can they be accused of lying? 
“Their third is, how much it abuseth men’s wit, training it to wanton sinfulness and lustful love. For indeed that is the principal, if not the only, abuse I can hear alleged.
· People accuse poetry of abusing man’s wit; they say that if poetry appeals to the emotions, man is weakened because he lets his emotions reign over his reason. In this case, whatever you try to teach through passions is learned by people; they will not use their minds. They say that it is a good way of teaching people what you want to teach. 
· Besides, in the sixteenth century, the most famous kind of poetry was sonnets. The most famous theme was courtly love; the love between a men and women. This is what poetry was accused of. Sidney says that people use poetry to speak about a certain wrong kind of love; people who abuse poetry are the ones to be blamed not poetry. It is not poetry that abuses man’s wit; it is man’s wit which abuses poetry. It is the ideas and the thinking of those people who wrote it in their poems who abuse poetry. 
“... They say the comedies rather teach than reprehend amorous conceits. They say the lyric is larded with passionate sonnets, the elegiac weeps the want of his mistress, and that even to the heroical Cupid hath ambitiously climbed.
· People say that comedies taught people conceits; things that are not true; lying about love. They also say that lyrical poetry is made up of many passionate sonnets; elegies cause weeping and lamenting someone who is dead. At that time, they were lamenting their love, not lamenting real death. 
“Alas! Love, I would thou couldst as well defend thyself as thou canst offend others! … But grant love of beauty to be a beastly fault, although it be very hard, since only man, and no beast, hath that gift to discern beauty … I say, whatsoever they will have granted that not only love, but lust, but vanity, but, if they list, scurrility possesseth many leaves of the poets’ books; yet think I when this is granted, they will find their sentence may with good manners put the last words foremost, and not say that poetry abuseth man’s wit, but that man’s wit abuseth poetry.
· People are offended by this kind of love. He says that if love was there alive it would have defended itself against those accusations. But, since love is not a person to defend himself, he is going to defend it. 
· Sidney says that it is true that there these kinds of love in the poetry of the age. But he is defending love saying that this is not all what love is about; this is only a kind of love. If the people use those lustful passions to speak about, then they are abusing poetry and not otherwise. 
· He gives the sword as an example. If a sword is used to defend a country; this is honorable love. A good kind of using of the sword. But, if the sword is used to a kill a father, a son…etc., is this a good way of using the sword? So, what is then the fault of the sword? It is only a means; it is not to be blamed. It is the man holding the sword who is to be blamed. The poet who writes the poem is to be blamed; if he writes about lust and bad kind of love he should be blamed. If a person misuses the sword we blame the person and not the sword. Also in religion, in Christianity, the bible was not read by all people. It was written in Latin; at that time, people did not know Latin. The monks and the priests learned Latin and interpreted the bible to people. However, if there were a bad person among them, he would misuse religion by forcing people to do something for his own sake. In this case we might have blasphemy. Religion would not to be blamed for that; the man who does this is to be blamed. Thus, Sidney says we have to blame the poet; if something is wrong about poetry then it is not the poetry to be blamed. 
“for as for poetry itself, it is the freest from this objection, for poetry is the companion of the camps.
· In another example, he says that some people accuse poetry of weakening soldiers who go to war. He says that on the contrary, camps of soldiers use music; they march in the rhythm, they walk to a certain beat. They put music to certain words to regulate, organize, and encourage themselves. Hence, poetry cannot be said to be weakening when it is even used in the camps of soldiers. Poetry is the companion of the camps. 
· He gives the example of Alexander the Great, the great conqueror of the world, the student of Aristotle. Aristotle was taught by Homer. When Alexander went to war he had the book of Homer with him; he would recite poems before his soldiers to encourage them before the battle. Alexander himself used to quote from Homer. Sidney uses this as an example that poetry encourages, not discourages, people. 
· In another example, he says that there were many countries who favored poetry to philosophy.  
· The fourth point concerns Plato’s accusations:-

“But now, indeed, my burthen is great, that Plato’s name is laid upon me, whom I must confess, of all philosophers I have ever esteemed most worthy of reverence; and with great reason, since of all philosophers he is the most poetical; …

First, truly, a man might maliciously object that Plato, being a philosopher, was a natural enemy of poets. For, indeed, after the philosophers had picked out of the sweet mysteries of poetry the right discerning true points of knowledge, they forthwith, putting it in method, and making a school—art of that which the poets did only teach by a divine delightfulness, beginning to spurn at their guides, like ungrateful prentices were not content to set up shops for themselves, but sought by all means to discredit their masters; which by the force of delight being barred them, the less they could overthrow them the more they hated them.
· Some people say that since Plato himself banished poetry from his philosophy, the Republic (his ideal society), his ideas were not good. Here, Sidney says that Plato himself was very poetical. Plato was a philosopher, and philosophers were enemies of poets. If Plato said he hates poetry it is because he is a philosopher, not because he did not use, write, or appreciate poetry. 
· Throughout history, it is known that all philosophers started out as poets. Poetry preceded philosophy; it came first. When philosophers wanted to make their philosophy reach people they borrowed the poetic method from poetry. They then made for themselves their schools of philosophy; they discredited poetry. They did not say they owe their methods to poets; they took the method and threw away the poets. They even barred, hated, and stood against poets. This is the argument that Plato as a philosopher is a natural enemy to poetry. But like all philosophers he made use of the method of poetry and then banished it. 
“For, indeed, they found for Homer seven cities strave who should have him for their citizen; where many cities banished philosophers, as not fit members to live among them. For only repeating certain of Euripides’ verses, many Athenians had their lives saved of the Syracusans, where the Athenians themselves thought many philosophers unworthy to live.
· Sidney gives an example for this. He says that in antiquity, poetry was more valued than philosophy. Philosophers tried to prove that they are better, but actually, people favored poetry over philosophy. As an example, he says that there were seven different cities quarreling among themselves trying to prove that Homer belonged to each of them; each was saying that Homer was one of their citizens; whereas other cities sent philosophers out of cities as they were not fit to live among them. They were proud of their poets and sent their philosophers out of the city. This indicates the value of Homer, who was a poet not a philosopher. 
“Certain poets as Simonides and Pindar, had so prevailed with Heiro the First, that of a tyrant they made him a just king; where Plato could do so little with Dionysius, that he himself of a philosopher was made a slave.
· Another example is Simonides and Pindar. Those poets, by their poetry with its lessons and teachings, were able to convert their king, Heiro, from being a tyrant to a being a good king. This is the effect of poetry; they were able to change the tyrant from good to bad using poetry, whereas in the case of another tyrant, Dionysius, Plato himself with his philosophy was never able to convert. On the contrary Plato became the slave of Dionysius. Plato tried to convince Dionysius with philosophy but he failed. 
“Again, a man might ask out of what commonwealth Plato doth banish them. In sooth, thence where he himself alloweth community of women … So doth Plato upon the abuse, not upon poetry. Plato found fault that the poets of his time filled the world with wrong opinions of the gods, making light tales of that unspotted essence, and therefore would not have the youth depraved with such opinions. Herein may much be said; let this suffice: the poets did not induce such opinions, but did imitate those opinions already induced.
· During Plato’s time, women were looked down upon; they were like slaves. They were not of high standard in society. Sidney says that if Plato admitted women in his ideal society while they were in inferior status, how can he put poets in status even below the status of women, although those poets were men?! 
· He is trying to explain why Plato banished poetry. He did not banish all poetry; he banished bad poetry. He says Plato did not banish all kinds of poetry; he allowed religious poetry. He considers it a good kind. He says we should not take Plato’s example of banishing poetry as banishing all poetry. 
“Plato therefore, whose authority I had much rather justly construe than unjustly resist, meant not in general of poets… And a man need go no further than to Plato himself to know his meaning; who, in his dialogue called Ion, giveth high and rightly divine commendation unto poetry. So as Plato, banishing the abuse, not the thing, not banishing it, but giving due honor unto it, shall be our patron and not our adversary.
· This means that if people say that poetry is bad and the proof is that Plato banished poetry, they are wrong. They misunderstood Plato; he is trying to correct the understanding of Plato. He says Plato only meant to banish out the ideas that were wrong about the gods at that time. To give an example, he says in Ion, Plato considers poetry as inspiration coming from the gods. So, if Plato considered poetry as an inspiration from the gods, how can it be bad?! What is banished is only the bad kind of poetry. 
“For, indeed, I had much rather, since truly I may do it, show their mistaking of Plato, under whose lion’s skin they would make an ass—like braying against poesy, than go about to overthrow his authority;
· It is better to say that people misunderstand Plato, than to say that Plato was wrong. He says if we were to say that Plato was wrong in banishing poetry we would be humiliating Plato. 
· He gives examples of other philosophers and writers. Aristotle for example, had a very high regard of poetry and poets. 
“Let it suffice that it is a fit soil for praise to dwell upon; and what dispraise may set upon it, is either easily overcome, or transformed into just commendation.
So that since the excellencies of it may be so easily and so justly confirmed, and the low-creeping objections so soon trodden down: it not being an art of lies, but of true doctrine; not of effeminateness, but of notable stirring of courage; not of abusing man’s wit, but of strengthening man’s wit; not banished, but honored by Plato; let us rather plant more laurels for to engarland our poets’ heads—which honor of being laureate, as besides them only triumphant captains were, is a sufficient authority to show the price they ought to be held in—than suffer the ill-savored breath of such wrong speakers once to blow upon the clear springs of poesy.
· Sidney finally gives a conclusion of this part. Those accusations can be easily answered. Poetry does not make people feminine; it does not weaken men. For all the reasons he stated, he says we should put more crowns and flowers on the heads of poets instead of accusing them.
        










      End of lecture…
· IMP:

Regarding the practical, read the following poem: 

“There is no Frigate Like a Book” by Emily Dickinson 

· Try to figure out the theme. 

· Find the difficult words in the dictionary and try to understand the poem. 

· Try to find out from the title what this poem is speaking about.

· Find the tools for the development of the body of the poem, including the tools used by the writer to make his poem clear; the different tools used to explain his theme such as the figures of speech, the tone, the rhyme, the punctuation …etc. 

· In order to reach the theme you have to analyze the title; the theme is always in the title. But don’t give the title as the theme. 
· For e.g. in “Surprised by Joy”, surprise indicates astonishment, shock …etc. So, to be surprised is to find something unexpected. This surprise is by joy. So, joy was not expected. Therefore, the poet must had something that made him happy or joyful in a situation that joy was not expected in. But, because he found joy in it, he was surprised. The poet uses something (the title) to say something else (the poem). 
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