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Dryden seems to  have en te red  as f a r  in to  th e  Genius 
o f Ovid as any o f h is  T ra n s la to r s .  That Genius has 
more o f E q u a lity  w ith  h is  own th a n  V i r g i l*s; and, 
consequen tly , h is  V ersions o f Ovid a re  more p e r f e c t  
th a n  th o se  o f V i r g i l .

John Oldmixon (1728)

Dryden»s p o e t ic a l  power appears most o f a l l ,  perhaps 
in  h is  t r a n s la t io n s ;  . . .  [The F a b le s ] . . .  as th e y  a re  
th e  works of Dryden»s which th e  most f a s te n  them selves 
w ith  i n t e r e s t  upon a mind open to  p o e try  and f r e e  from  
pre -co n ce iv ed  l i t e r a r y  o p in io n , so do th e y  seem to  us 
to  be, a f t e r  a l l ,  th o se  which a v e rsed  c r i t i c  must 
d is t in g u is h  as stam ped, beyond th e  o th e r s ,  w ith  th e  
s k i l l e d  ea se , th e  flow  as of o r ig in a l  com position , th e  
su s ta in e d  s p i r i t  and fo rc e , and fe rv o u r  -  in  s h o r t ,  by 
th e  m astery , and by th e  keen z e s t o f w r i t in g .

John W ilson (1845)

Ovid, I  keep re p e a tin g  from one decade to  an o th e r , 
i s  one of th e  most i n t e r e s t in g  of 1 enigmas -  i f  
you g ra n t th a t  he was an enigma a t  a l l .

E zra  Pound (1938)
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PREFACE

The main purpose of t h i s  th e s i s  i s  to  o f f e r  a p re lim in a ry  c r i t i c a l  

e x p lo ra tio n  of th e  v e rse  t r a n s la t io n s  which John Dryden made from  th e  

Roman p o e t, P u b liu s  O vidius Naso. These t r a n s la t io n s  run to  over 7000 

l in e s  of v e rs e , most o f which was w r i t te n  in  th e  l a s t  decade o f th e  

poet»s l i f e ,  but a p a r t from one sh o r t a r t i c l e  th e re  has been , as f a r  as 

I  know, no study  s p e c i f ic a l ly  devoted to  them . Indeed , th e  sum t o t a l  o f 

modern c r i t i c a l  comnientary o f any s o r t  on Dryden»s Ovid could be c o lle c te d  

in  a v e ry  few pages.

The main focus o f my t h e s i s ,  as w i l l  become c le a r ,  i s  on Dryden 

r a th e r  th a n  on Ovid. But I  have a lso  a ttem pted  to  go some way tow ards 

d e f in in g  th e  k inds of appeal which Ovid seems to  have had f o r  Dryden, and 

th e  d i s t in c t iv e  q u a l i t i e s  in  O vidis v e rse  which th e  f in is h e d  t r a n s la t io n s  

re v e a l him to  have enjoyed. I  have a lso  t r i e d  to  account fo r  a t  l e a s t  

some of th e  f a c to r s  in  Dryden»s own developm ent which might have 

p a r t i c u la r ly  a t t r a c te d  him to  th e  O vidian mode.

The w r i te r  on t r a n s la t io n  can approach h is  ta s k  in  v a rio u s  ways.

One way (perhaps th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  one) i s  fo r  th e  commentator f i r s t  to  

e s ta b l i s h  an independent sense of what th e  o r ig in a l  i s  l i k e  -  by read ing  

th e  o r ig in a l  t e x t s  fo r  h im se lf , p lu s  th e  s c h o la r ly  commentators on th o se  

t e x t s  -  and th en  to  use  t h i s  in d ep en d en tly -d e riv ed  sense as a  means whereby 

to  judge th e  m e rits  and f i d e l i t y  (o r  o th e rw ise ) of th e  t r a n s l a t i o n .  For 

reasons s e t  ou t a t  g r e a te r  le n g th  in  C hapter One, I  do n o t th in k  th a t  t h i s  

method i s  an e n t i r e ly  s a t i s f a c to r y  one. F i r s t ,  i t  o f te n  ten d s  to  im ply 

th a t  th e  commentator f e e ls  h im se lf  to  have a s u p e r io r  command o f th e  w ords, 

to n e s  and im p lic a tio n s  of th e  o r ig in a l  th a n  had th e  t r a n s l a t o r .  Second, 

i t  o ften  ten d s  to  p rec lu d e  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  a  g re a t t r a n s la t io n  m ight, 

p o te n t ia l ly ,  re v e a l more to  us about i t s  o r ig in a l  th an  th e  body o f
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s c h o la r ly  commentary on th a t  o r ig in a l .  In  ren d e rin g  a p a r t i c u la r ly  

p ro b lem atic  t e x t ,  t h a t  i s ,  a  t r a n s l a t o r  m ight have made sense  of 

q u a l i t i e s  and fe a tu re s  of t h a t  t e x t  which had c o n s is te n t ly  puzzled  

th o se  who have a ttem pted  to  comment on i t  d is c u r s iv e ly .

But once one has r e je c te d  some a sp e c ts  of what I  have c a l le d  th e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  approach to  th e  s tu d y  of t r a n s l a t i o n ,  th e n  one i s  faced  w ith  

c o n s id e ra b le  problems o f one’ s own. I f ,  f o r  exanp le , in  judg ing  th e  

q u a l i t i e s  o f a t r a n s l a t i o n ,  one r e l i e s  over-much on a f a i t h  th a t  th e  

t r a n s la to r  can re v e a l h i t h e r to  unrecognised  b e a u tie s  in  th e  o r ig in a l ,  th en  

one iTuns th e  r i s k  of p resupposing  th a t  w herever th e  t r a n s l a t o r  i s  e x c e lle n t 

th e n  th e  o r ig in a l  must a ls o  be e x c e l le n t ,  and, m oreover, in  a  s im ila r  way. 

The argum ent, th a t  i s ,  can e a s i ly  become c i r c u la r :  q u a l i t i e s  which are

’ revealed*  by th e  t r a n s l a t o r  a re  a u to m a tic a lly  imputed to  th e  o r ig in a l ,  

and th e  t r a n s la t io n  i s  th e re b y  judged to  be a f a i t h f u l  one. But a 

t r a n s l a t o r ,  o f co u rse , may be u sing  h is  o r ig in a l  (co n sc io u s ly  o r uncon

sc io u s ly )  as a sp ringboard  f o r  what i s  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  an a c t of independent 

c re a t io n .  A t r a n s l a t i o n ,  t h a t  i s ,  can have q u a l i t i e s  w hich, however 

e x c e lle n t th em selv es , a re  q u ite  u n lik e  th o se  o f i t s  o r ig in a l .

I  have t r i e d  (no d o u b t, no t always w ith  equal su ccess) to  avoid th e  

p i t f a l l s  o f both th e  methods o u tlin e d  above by s te e r in g  a m iddle co u rse .

I  have t r i e d  to  be open to  q u a l i t i e s  in  Ovid (bo th  p o s i t iv e  and n e g a tiv e ) 

which Dryden’s v e rs io n s  m ight re v e a l to  u s , w h ile  c o n s ta n tly  ap p ly in g , as 

’ c o n tro ls ’ , th e  p rose  rem arks of Dryden h im se lf , th e  comments of h is  

con tem p o raries , th e  re n d e rin g s  of o th e r  t r a n s l a t o r s ,  and th e  commentaries 

o f modern Ovid and Dryden sch o la rs ,w h en  d is c u s s in g  h is  re n d e rin g s . I  have 

a lso  made, on s e v e ra l  o c ca s io n s , a d i r e c t  c r i t i c a l  appea l to  th e  L a tin  t e x t  

o f Ovid i t s e l f .  My hope i s  t h a t  v ia  t h i s  r a th e r  e c le c t ic  method I  can
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perhaps overcome a t  l e a s t  some o f th e  paradoxes and problem s which fa c e  

anyone a ttem p tin g  to  d is c u s s  v e rse  t r a n s l a t i o n .

In th e  paragraphs which fo llo w , I  g ive  a b r i e f  account o f th e  

o v e ra l l  argument o f th e  t h e s i s .

Dryden’ s t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  from  th e  C la s s ic a l  p o e ts  and Chaucer, were 

once though t to  be th e  crowning achievem ent o f a p o e t ic a l  oeuvre t h a t  was 

i t s e l f  g e n e ra lly  admired and loved  as som ething more p le a su ra b ly  d iv e rse  

and profound th a n  i t  u s u a lly  seems to  modern re a d e rs  and com m entators. 

Dryden’s v e rs io n s  from Ovid span th e  f u l l  le n g th  o f h is  c a re e r  as a 

t r a n s l a t o r  (from  1680 t o  1700) and th u s  p rov ide  a  unique o p p o rtu n ity  to  

observe th e  development and m aturing  o f h is  t r a n s la t in g  a r t ,  and h is  

c o n s ta n tly -e v o lv in g  re la t io n s h ip  w ith  a  s in g le  a n c ie n t a u th o r .

Dryden had read  Ovid from boyhood and, l i k e  some Roman c r i t i c s  and 

many of h is  own p red ecesso rs  and con tem poraries , bo th  p a s s io n a te ly  admired 

him and a lso  expressed  s tro n g  re s e rv a tio n s  about h is  c o n sta n t use of v e rb a l 

w it (sometimes in  s i tu a t io n s  in  which w it seems q u ite  ou t o f p la c e ) and h is  

p r o l i x i t y .  Dryden’ s f i r s t  v e rs io n s  from Ovid, th re e  c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  a 

com posite t r a n s la t io n  o f th e  H eroides p u b lish ed  as Ovid’s E p is t le s  in  1680, 

do l i t t l e  to  convince a s c e p t ic a l  re a d e r  o f th e  h igh  claim s he was making 

f o r  Ovid as a  p o r tr a y e r  of fem ale p a ss io n , s in c e  t h e i r  w it o f te n  seems cold 

and c a llo u s  (o r  m erely te d io u s  w ordplay) and th e y  m an ifest a  declam atory  

s t i f f n e s s  which i s  rem in iscen t o f some of th e  fem ale speeches in  Dryden’ s 

l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l p la y s .

But in  th e  e a r ly  1680’s Dryden was both  ex tend ing  h is  though t about 

th e  a r t  o f t r a n s la t io n  ( p a r t i c u la r ly  th rough  h is  f r ie n d s h ip  w ith  th e  E a r l 

o f Roscommon and h is  b u s in e ss  p a r tn e rs h ip  w ith  th e  p u b lis h e r  Jacob Tonson) 

and was a lso  r e f le c t in g  c r i t i c a l l y  on some a sp e c ts  of h is  own e a r l i e r
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c a re e r ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  h is  c a p i tu la t io n ,  in  some of h is  w orks, to  what he 

now though t to  be th e  debased t a s t e s  of a co u rt aud ience . This p e rio d  

of comprehensive se lf -e x a m in a tio n  bore f r u i t  most o b v iously  in  th e  two 

r e l ig io u s  poems, R e lig io  L a ic i  and The Hind and th e  P an th e r, b u t i t s  

e f f e c t s  can a lso  be seen , more in d i r e c t ly ,  b u t no le s s  im p o r ta n tly , in  

th e  s e r ie s  o f f in e  t r a n s la t io n s  which he in c lu d ed  in  th e  m isce llan y  Sylvae 

(1685), a volume in  which h is  f u r th e r  pondering  on th e  a r t  o f t r a n s la t io n  

a lso  showed to  g re a t advantage. In  th e  t r a n s la t io n s  in c lu d ed  in  t h i s  

volume Dryden re v e a ls  h im se lf as a p h ilo s o p h ic a l  poet w ith  la rg e  

sp e c u la tiv e  i n t e r e s t s .

When Dryden extended h is  t r a n s la t in g  a c t i v i t i e s  (now h is  m ajor source 

of income) a f t e r  th e  c o lla p se  o f h is  p u b lic  c a re e r  in  1688, he re tu rn e d  to

Ovid, t r a n s l a t i n g ,  in  th e  e a r ljr  1690’ s ,  two o f th e  Amores, th e  f i r s t  book

of th e  A rt of Love and s e v e ra l  ep isodes from Ovid’ s g r e a te s t  poem, th e  

M etamorphoses. There i s  evidence th a t  th e  l a t t e r  were in ten d ed  as 

c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  a  com plete E ng lish  t r a n s la t io n  o f th e  poem by s e v e ra l

hands (a  p ro je c t  no t r e a l is e d  u n t i l  a f t e r  Dryden’s d e a th ) . These

t r a n s la t io n s  re v e a l th a t  Dryden was now ab le  to  see  a  g re a te r  d iv e r s i ty  

o f i n t e r e s t  in  th e  Roman p o e t, and p a r t i c u la r ly  in  h is  d i s t i n c t iv e  mode 

o f w it ,  th a n  he had been capable of in  1680. Ovid’ s am atoiy poems were 

used n o t, as perhaps might have been expected , as an excuse f o r  e x e rc is e s  

in  s a la c io u s  ra k ish n ess  à  l a  D orset and S ed ley , bu t as a  means to  w ritin g  

w i t ty  poems which examine in  a sea rch in g  and v a rio u s  way th e  v a g a r ie s  of 

lo v e r s ’ b eh av io u r. The ep isodes from th e  Metamorphoses show Dryden’ s 

growing i n t e r e s t  in  Ovid’ s ’fa n c y ’ -  a mode o f co n sc io u s ly  a r t i f i c i a l  

v e rse  whose p la y fu l  w it i s ,  n e v e r th e le s s ,  no t m erely redundant w ordplay 

bu t a way o f c re a tin g  unusual p e rsp e c tiv e s  on r e a l i t y .  They a lso  re v e a l
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Dryden’ s i n t e r e s t  in  th e  f ig u re s  of th e  C la s s ic a l  gods as  a  means o f 

embodying im p o rtan t, and sometimes su b v e rs iv e , in s ig h ts  in to  human s e x u a l i ty .

These v a rio u s  i n t e r e s t s  a re  developed and extended in  Dryden’ s l a s t  

volume. F ab les A ncient and Modern (1700). Some o f th e  O vidian v e rs io n s  

in  t h i s  volume (th ey  a re  a l l  ta k en  from th e  M etamorphoses) seem to  r e f l e c t  

th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of th e  O vidian manner iv ith  which Dryden was s t i l l  w re s t l in g  

in  h is  p rose  c r i t ic i s m ,  and can on ly  be reg ard ed  as p a r t i a l  su ccesses  as 

E ng lish  poems. But in  th e  b e s t  o f th e se  t r a n s la t io n s  Dryden amply j u s t i f i e s  

th e  en thusiasm  w ith  which th e y  were g re e te d  by e a r l i e r  c r i t i c s .  In  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  he has t r e a te d  w ith  a t a c t  and te n d e rn e ss  o f which R e s to ra tio n  

p o e ts  have seldom been though t capable  th e  predicam ent o f M yrrha, a  g i r l  

consumed w ith  in ces tu o u s  p a ss io n  fo r h e r  own f a th e r ;  he has p o rtray e d  w ith  

lo v in g  d e t a i l  and warm humour th e  dom estic l i f e  o f th e  devoted o ld  couple 

Baucis and Philemon; he has cap tu red , in  th e  s to ry  o f Ceyx and Alcyone, 

th e  s tra n g e  b lend  (perhaps th e  s p e c ia l  p re se rv e  o f Ovid) o f w it and p a th o s , 

te n d e rn ess  and humour, d is ta n c e  and sympathy and of s e r e n i ty  in  th e  face  

of d i s a s t e r  which i s  n e v e r th e le s s  no t m erely c a llo u s  in d if fe r e n c e ;  and in  

Of th e  Pythagorean Philosophy he has ren d ered  a passage from Ovid’s 

f i f t e e n th  book w ith  an assu rance  and d ig n i ty  which re v e a ls  i t  as a 

profound m e d ita tio n  on metamophosis and im m o rta lity  which a lso  has 

im p lic a tio n s  f o r  Dryden h im se lf , th e  re fa s h io n e r  and re - in c a rn a t io n  o f 

th e  wisdom of th e  p a s t .
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Dryden*a Chaucer, p a r tic u la r ly  in  Chapters 1 ( i ) ,  5 (v) and 7* Professor  

Arthur Humphreys and professor P h ilip  C o llin s  have both given me h elp fu l 

advice and encouragement of various kinds.

I am p a r tic u la r ly  indebted to  D r.Lois p o tte r , my research supervisor, 

fo r  the shrewdness, kindness and patience w ith which she has helped me 

in  the preparation of the th e s is .



( v i i )

A Note on T e x ts , Q uo ta tions and A bbrev ia tions

In th e  absence, a t  th e  tim e o f w r i t in g ,  of a com plete, un ifo rm , 

modern c r i t i c a l  e d i t io n  o f Dryden’ s w r i t in g s ,  I  have decided  to  quote 

Dryden’ s poems and (where p o s s ib le )  h is  c r i t i c a l  P re faces  and D ed ica tio n s  

from James K in s ley ’ s Oxford E n g lish  T exts e d i t io n  (4 v o l s . ,  O xford, 1958), 

th e  l e t t e r s  from G.E.Ward’ s e d i t io n  (1942; r p t .  New York, 1965) and o th e r  

Dryden works from th e  second e d i t io n  of S ir  W alter S c o t t ’ s The Works of John 

Dryden (18 v o l s . ,  Edinburgh, 1821). These th re e  e d i t io n s  a re  r e g u la r ly  

a b b rev ia ted  a s ,  r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  K insley , Ward, L e t t e r s , and S c o t t .  To avoid 

ex cessiv e  fu s s in e s s  o f a n n o ta tio n , I  sim ply supply  l in e - r e f e r e n c e s  where 

th e re  i s  no p o s s i b i l i t y  of confusion  over th e  poem o r p re fa ce  from  which th e  

q u o ta tio n  in  q u es tio n  i s  ta k e n . R eferences a re  g iv en , where p o s s ib le ,  a f t e r  

q u o ta tio n s .

Ovid i s  r e g u la r ly  quoted from  th e  second e d i t io n  of Borchard 

C nipping’ s Variorum (3 v o l s . ,  Amsterdam, 1683), one of th e  e d i t io n s  used 

by Dryden. I  had o r ig in a l ly  in ten d ed  to  in c lu d e  an appendix p ro v id in g  f o r  

th e  re a d e r  of E ng lish  l i t e r a t u r e  ( to  whom th e  th e s i s  i s  p r im a r i ly  addressed) 

p la in  p rose  t r a n s la t io n s  o f th e  many L a tin  q u o ta tio n s  app earin g  in  th e  t e x t ,  

but t h i s  came to  seem an unnecessary  lu x u ry  s in c e , u n lik e  th o se  of some o f 

th e  o th e r  C la s s ic a l  au th o rs  he t r a n s la t e d ,  th e  t e x t s  o f Ovid u sed  by Dryden 

d i f f e r  so l i t t l e  from modern t e x t s  th a t  th e  E n g lish  re a d e r  u s in g  a  Loeb 

e d i t io n  in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  passages quoted w i l l  seldom be s e r io u s ly  

m is led . A gain, I  g ive m erely l in e - r e fe re n c e s  where no p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

confusion  would ensue.

Sandy’s Ovid i s  quoted (u n le ss  o th e rw ise  s ta te d )  from th e  f o l i o  

e d i t io n  of 1632, D r.Johnson from th e  ’New E d it io n ’ of A rthu r Murphy’s 

Works of Samuel Johnson (12 v o l s . ,  London, 1824, ab b rev ia ted  as Murphy), 

and M ontaigne’ s Essays from th e  t r a n s la t io n  of C harles C otton  (3 v o l s . .



( v i i i )

London, 1685-1711). R eferences in  t h i s  l a s t  case a re  to  Book and number 

of th e  Essay r a th e r  th a n  t o  volume and page.

The fo llo w in g  a b b re v ia tio n s  a re  a lso  re g u la r ly  employed in  t e x t  

and fo o tn o te s  :

Aen.

Am.

A.A.

C a l ifo rn ia

G ripping

C risp in u s

H er.

M et.

Noyes

P .L .

Ward, L ife

V ir g i l ,  Aeneid 

Ovid, Amores 

Ovid, Ars Am atoria

The Works o f John D ryden, ed . E.N.Hooker,
H.T.Swedenberg J r . ,  e t  a l .  (B erke ley , Los Angeles 
and London, 1956- ) ,  to  be com pleted in  20 v o ls .

P. O vidius Naso, O pera, ed . B .Cnipping (2 n d .e d .,
3 v o l s . ,  Amsterdam, 1683)

P. O vidius Naso, Opera, ed . D .C risp inus (4 v o l s . ,  
Lyons, 1689)

S penser, F a e rie  Queene

Ovid, H eroides

Ovid, Metamorphoses

The P o e tic a l  Works of Dryden, ed. G.R.Noyes 
(1909 , r e v . ,  Cambridge, L'lass., 1950)

M ilto n , P a rad ise  Lost

G.E.Ward, The L ife  o f John Dryden, (Chapel H i l l ,  
1961)

otcuidard ^A bréviations are used fo r  tne t i t l e s  of p e r io d ic a ls .



CHAPTER ONE :

’DRYDEN THE TRANSLATOR’



Chapter One : 'Dryden the T ran slator’

( i )  ’ J o u rn a l is t  in  v e rs e ’ o r ’poet o f comprehensive
s p e c u la t io n ’? Some modem and e a r l i e r  op in ions 
o f th e  c h a ra c te r  and q u a l i ty  o f Dryden’ s work.

( i i )  ’Beyond '« tra n s la t io n - th e o ry " ’ : Dryden’ s p r in c ip le s
and p ra c t ic e  as a t r a n s l a t o r .

( i i i )  I s  v e r s e - t r a n s la t io n  p o ss ib le ?



( i )  ’ J o u r n a l is t  in  v e r s e ’ o r  ’poet of comprehensive s p e c u la t io n ’?
Some modern and e a r l i e r  op in ions of th e  c h a ra c te r  and q u a l i ty  
o f Dryden’ s work

I  should say  th e n  th a t  th e re  i s  a k ind  of 
orthodoxy about th e  r e l a t iv e  g re a tn e ss  and 
im portance o f our p o e ts , though th e re  a re  very  
few re p u ta t io n s  which rem ain com pletely  co n stan t 
from one g e n e ra tio n  to  an o th e r. No p o e tic  
r e p u ta tio n  ev e r rem ains e x a c tly  in  th e  same p la c e : 
i t  i s  a s to ck  m arket in  c o n stan t f lu c tu a t io n .
There a re  th e  v e ry  g re a t names which only  
f lu c tu a te ,  so to  speak, w ith in  a narrow  range 
o f p o in ts :  w hether M ilton  i s  up to  104 to d ay ,
and down to  97& to-m orrow , does n o t m a tte r .
There a re  o th e r  re p u ta t io n s  l ik e  t h a t  of Donne, 
o r Tennyson, which vary  much more w id e ly , so 
t h a t  one has to  judge t h e i r  v a lu e  by an average 
taken  over a  long tim e ; . . .  There a re  c e r ta in ly  
some p o e ts , whom so many g e n e ra tio n s  of people 
o f in te l l ig e n c e ,  s e n s ib i l i t y  and wide read in g  
have l ik e d ,  t h a t  ( i f  we l ik e  any p o e try ) i t  i s  
w orth our w h ile  to  t r y  to  f in d  out why th e se  
people  have l ik e d  them, and w hether we cannot 
enjoy them to o .

T .S .E lio t , ’VJhat i s  Minor Poetry?’

I t  i s  n o to r io u s ly  d i f f i c u l t ,  f o r  obvious re a so n s , to  c h a r a c te r is e  

w ith  any accuracy  th e  s tan d in g  of a p a r t i c u l a r  w r i te r  in  th e  eyes o f  th e  general 

read ing  p u b lic  a t  any tim e , but one would seem to  be on f a i r l y  s a fe  ground 

i f  one observed t h a t ,  among n o n -s p e c ia l is t  re a d e rs  of p o e try , Dryden i s  

perhaps c u r re n tly  (w ith th e  p o ss ib le  ex cep tio n  o f Spenser) th e  l e a s t  read  

and l e a s t  admired o f a l l  th o se  who have a t  any tim e been considered  w orthy 

to  be ranked among our few g re a te s t  p o e ts .

I t  i s  t r u e ,  o f co u rse , th a t  a la rg e  amount o f academic re se a rc h  has 

been devoted to  Dryden, as to  most o th e r  E n g lish  w r i te r s ,  d u ring  t h i s  

cen tu ry , and t h i s  re sea rc h  has done much to  e s ta b l is h  im portan t d e t a i l s  

o f th e  a u th o r’ s b iography , so u rces , and l i t e r a r y  r e l a t io n s ,  and to  c o l le c t  

in fo rm atio n  about th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  co n tex ts  o f h is  work. But i t  i s  a lso  

t r u e ,  I  b e l ie v e , th a t  th e  term s in  which th e  o v e ra l l  c h a ra c te r  and q u a l i ty  

of Dryden’ s work a re  commonly d e sc rib e d , and th e  k inds of claim s which a re



made f o r  him as an a r t i s t ,  have in  f a c t  changed very  l i t t l e  from  th o se  

which were c u rre n t in  th e  e a r l i e r  y ea rs  o f t h i s  c e n tu ry . There e x i s t s ,  

t h a t  i s ,  a ’ common c o in ’ o f Dryden c r i t i c i s m  which has rem ained sub

s t a n t i a l l y  in ta c t  s in ce  th e  account of h is  work s e t  out in  Mark Van Doren’s 

s tudy  of 1920 was g iven  endorsement f i r s t  by T .S .E lio t  and th e n  by 

F .R .L eav is , th e  two c r i t i c s  whose work has perhaps been more i n f l u e n t i a l  

th a n  th a t  o f any o th e r  w r i te r s  on t h i s  s id e  o f th e  A tla n t ic  in  e s ta b l is h in g  

th e  map of E n g lish  l i t e r a r y  h is to r y  f o r  th e  l a s t  th re e  g e n e ra tio n s  o f 

re a d e rs  and s tu d e n ts .

The account of Dryden’ s d i s t in c t iv e  t a l e n t s  which i s  o ffe re d  by 

what I  have c a lle d  t h i s  ’ common c o in ’ of Dryden c r i t i c i s m  can perhaps be 

summed up, r a th e r  b a ld ly  (bu t n o t ,  I  th in k ,  to o  u n f a i r ly )  as fo llo w s :

1. The q u a l i ty  o f Dryden’ s v e rse  approxim ates to  th e  q u a l i t i e s  

of good p ro se . I t  i s  ’th e  p o e try  of s ta te m e n t’ , w ith  a 

c l a r i t y  and r a t io c in a t iv e  c le v e rn e s s , and an in c i s iv e  

s a t i r i c a l  w i t ,  but i t  la ck s  th e  s u b t le ty  and su g g es tiv en ess  

t h a t  i s  such an e s s e n t i a l  q u a l i ty  o f th e  v e rse  o f th o se  E ng lish  

p o e ts  whom we most adm ire.

2. His b e s t  work i s  to  be found in  th e  s a t i r e s  and c o n tro v e rs ia l  

poems of th e  1680’ s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  Absalom and A ch ito p h e l.

These were th e  poems which o ffe re d  h is  t a l e n t s  t h e i r  most 

a p p ro p r ia te  o u t l e t ,  and h is  o th e r  works a re  a t  t h e i r  most 

in te r e s t in g  a t th o se  moments where th e y  most c lo s e ly  resem ble 

them . His mind was on ly  f u l l y  a c t iv a te d  by th e  a c tu a l  even ts  

and p e r s o n a l i t ie s  of h is  day, o r  by contem porary c ro s s -c u r re n ts  

o f id e a s . H is n o tio n s  o f C iv i l i s a t io n  were formed not (as 

th o s e , f o r  example, o f Ben Jonson had been) by communing w ith
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th e  b e s t minds of a l l  ages, and conceiv ing  o f C iv i l i s a t io n  

as a l o f t y  id e a l  to  which we can on ly  a s p ir e ,  bu t by h is  

experience  of th e  w orld in  which he a c tu a l ly  l iv e d  and w ro te .

3 . Dryden i s  a t  h is  w eakest in  th e  p o r t r a y a l  of human p a ss io n , 

p a r t i c u la r ly  lo v e , and in  h is  la c k  of a p p re c ia tio n  of th e  

b e a u tie s  of inan im ate  n a tu re . Here h is  touch  i s  a t  i t s  

c o a r s e s t ,  and i s  an u n fo r tu n a te  syirptom o f th e  co arse  phase 

of our c u ltu re  w ith  which he was a s s o c ia te d .

Such an account of Dryden’ s t a l e n t s ,  o r  som ething v e ry  s im i la r  to  

i t ,  i s  o ffe re d  by Van Doren’ s book , and confirm ed by th e  essays of 

T .S .E lio t  and F .R .L eav is , and, w ith  some n o ta b le  e x ce p tio n s , i t  i s  s t i l l  

an account w hich, i t  seems, can command s u b s ta n t ia l  a ssen t to d a y .^  T his 

can be seen , fo r  in s ta n c e , in  th e se  rem arks from th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  a  

s e le c t io n  from Dryden’ s v e rse  made in  1973 by th e  l a t e  W.H.Auden, a  poet 

whose t a l e n t s  have sometimes been compared to  th o se  o f Dryden h im se lf . 

Auden’ s rem arks a re , on h is  own adm ission , l i t t l e  more th a n  a  summary of 

th o se  to  be found in  Van Doren’s book, w r i t te n  over f i f t y  y ea rs  b e fo re :

1 . The v a rio u s  essays and review s by E l io t  and L eavis c o n ta in in g  
commentary on Dryden a re  l i s t e d  in  ray B ib lio g rap h y . L e a v is ’ 
essays over th e  y ea rs  have shown, I  th in k ,  an in c re a s in g  lack  
of sympathy f o r  Dryden.

There have been some v ery  re c e n t s ig n s  o f a  r e v iv a l  o f 
i n t e r e s t  in  th e  t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  as being  o f c e n t r a l  im portance 
in  Dryden’ s work. S p e c ia l is t  s tu d ie s  o f t h i s  a sp e c t o f Dryden 
w i l l  be m entioned in  th e  course o f th e  fo llo w in g  c h a p te rs . But 
see a lso  th e  fo llow ing  rem arks by g e n e ra l c r i t i c s  : C harles Tom linson, 
’The Poet as T r a n s la to r ’ , T .L .S . , A p ril 22, 1977, p p .474-5, J .A r th o s , 
e d . .  S e lec ted  P oetry  of John Dryden (New York, 1970), p .x v i ;  E a r l  M iner, 
The R e s to ra tio n  Mode from M ilton  to  Dryden (P rin c e to n , 1974), p . 556; 
J .B .B ro ad b en t, e d . .  S ig n e t C la s s ic  Poets of th e  Seven teen th  C entury 
(New York and London, 1974), I ,  10 ,345.



D ryden .. .has no im ag in a tiv e  in s ig h t  in to  v io le n t  p e rso n a l 
em otions, such as sex u a l lo v e . . . .  he shows no concern 
f o r  non-human n a tu re  in  th e  W ordsworthian s e n s e . . .  he 
la ck s  what I  would c a l l  F a n ta s y . . .  His l in e s  have no 
u n d e rto n es, as Pope’ s o f te n  have: th e y  mean e x a c tly
w hat, on f i r s t  re a d in g , th e y  seem to  say . He i s  th e  
id e a l  poet to  read  when one i s  w eary, as I  o fte n  am, 
of P oetry  w ith  a c a p i t a l  P, . . .  [Dryden’ s j  im ag ina tion  
was e x c ited  by a c tu a l  o c ca s io n s , alm ost any o ccasio n , 
and Dryden i s ,  w ith o u t any doub t, th e  g re a te s t  
O ccasional Poet in  E n g lish .^

A s im ila r  damning of Dryden w ith  f a in t  p ra is e  can be found in  th e  words

of an anonymous rev iew er in  The Times L i te r a ry  Supplement commenting on

a  re c en t s tu d y  o f th e  poet :

Dryden i s  e a s ie r  t o  admire th a n  to  l i k e .  H is 
v e r s a t i l i t y  i s  rem arkable, h is  energy in p re s s iv e , 
bu t h is  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  by comparison w ith  th a t  o f 
h is  sev e n te en th -ce n tu ry  fo re b e a rs  seems coarsened 
and h is  n e o c la s s ic a l  p r in c ip le s  l im i t in g .^

1 . W.H.Auden, e d .,  A Choice o f Dryden’ s Verse (London, 1973), p p .8 -9 '

2. T .L .S . , 12th A p r il ,  1974, p . 394.



5.

As has r e c e n t ly  been p o in ted  o u t, what one might c a l l  th e  ’Van 

D o ren /E lio t view ’ of Dryden, f a r  from being  th e  com prehensive re v a lu a tio n  

th a t  i t  claim ed and seemed to  be a t  th e  tim e , novr lo o k s ,w ith  th e  advantage 

of h in d s ig h t, a ll-too -m uch  l ik e  a co n firm a tio n , r a th e r  th a n  a r e je c t io n ,  

o f th e  view of Dryden h e ld  by h is  V ic to r ia n  and Edwardian d e t r a c to r s .^

T h is view , o f co u rse , had been fo rm u la ted  most fam ously, and perhaps most 

i n f l u e n t i a l l y ,  by Matthew Arnold in  h is  essay  ’The Study o f Poetrj^’ when 

he w rote th a t  th e  p o e try  o f Dryden and Pope was ’th e  p o e try  of th e  b u ild e rs  

o f an age of p rose  and re a so n ’ , and th a t  w hile  Dryden was undoubtedly  a 

man of ’ such e n e rg e tic  and g e n ia l  power’ and ’ in  a  c e r ta in  sen se ’ a

’m aster o f th e  a r t  of v e r s i f i c a t i o n ’ he was, n e v e r th e le s s ,  w ith  Pope, a
2

c la s s ic  o f our p rose  r a th e r  th an  of our p o e try . E l io t ,  l i k e  Auden a f t e r  

him, e x p l i c i t l y  re je c te d  A rnold’ s judgem ent, s e v e ra l tim es  in s i s t e d  th a t  

Dryden was ’much more th an  a s a t i r i s t ’ and claim ed th a t  h is  poems co n ta in  

’ q u a l i t i e s  not confined  to  s a t i r e  and vd.t, and p re se n t in  th e  work of 

o th e r  p o e ts  to  whom th e se  persons [ [ i .e .  lo v e rs  o f n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  

verse]  f e e l  th a t  th e y  u n d e rs tan d ’ , y e t th e  term s in  which he p re s e n ts  

h i s  co n c lu s io n s , w hile  th e y  in te n d  to  c a r ry  an a l to g e th e r  d i f f e r e n t  

v a lu a t io n , seem in  f a c t  very  c lo se  t o  A rnold’ s :

1 . On t h i s  s u b je c t ,  see U J.L a tt and S.H.Monk, John Dryden : A Survey and 
B ib liog raphy  of C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s , 1895-1974 (M inneapolis, 1976), p .9»

2. O r ig in a lly  th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  T.H.Ward’ s E nglish  Poets (4  v o l s . ,  
London, 1880), and re p r in te d  in  Essays in  C r it ic is m  : Second S e r ie s  
(London, 1888).



Dryden, w ith  al l  h is  i n t e l l e c t ,  had a commonplace 
mind. His powers w ere, we b e lie v e , w id e r, bu t no 
g re a te r  th an  M ilto n ’ s ; he was confined  by 
boundaries as im passab le , though le s s  s t r a i t .
. . .  Dryden’ s words, . . . a r e  p re c is e ,  th e y  s t a t e  
immensely, but t h e i r  su g g es tiv en ess  i s  o f te n  
n o th in g . . . .  Dryden lacked  what h is  m aster 
Jonson p o ssessed , a la rg e  and unique view o f
l i f e ;  he lacked  in s ig h t ,  he lacked  p ro fu n d ity .^

’E l i o t ’ , rem arks a re c e n t commentator. P ro fe sso r D .J .L a t t ,

. . .  f i n a l l y  agrees [w ith  Van Doren] t h a t  Dryden’ s 
i s  a p o e try  of s ta te m e n t, which though i t  s a t i s f i e s  
by th e  "com pleteness o f th e  s ta te ia e n t"  i s  d e f ic ie n t  
in  su g g es tiv e n ess . Dryden should  be re a d , E l io t  
say s , as h is  work " i s  one o f th e  t e s t s  o f a c a th o l ic  
a p p re c ia tio n  of p o e t r y " . 2

’There i s ’ . P ro fe sso r  L a tt  concludes, d ry ly  and p e r t in e n t ly ,  ’ som ething

o f  a  b i t t e r  p i l l  r a t io n a le  in  E l i o t ’ s r e v i t a l i s a t i o n  o f i n t e r e s t  in

Dryden’ .

S im ila r ly , F .R .L eavis fo llow ed  Van Doren in  d e sc r ib in g  Dryden’ s 

p o e try  as ’th e  p o e try  of s ta te m e n t’ and in  ex p ress in g  th e  view th a t  

Dryden i s  th e  g re a t ’ r e p re s e n ta t iv e  p o e t’ o f an age which f a i l e d  to  malce 

’ any e s s e n t ia l  d i s t in c t io n  between a p o e tic  use  of language and th e  p rose
3

u s e ’ . Dryden, m oreover, Leavis argued, lacked  ’s p i r i t u a l  an ten n ae ’ f o r  

th e  ’ id e a l  community’ to  which Ben Jonson as a  poet a sp ire d , and had th e  

confidence of ’th e  b r i l l i a n t  w r i t e r  who knows he has th e  w orld w ith  him, 

who f e e ls  h im se lf to  be th e  v o ice  o f th e  new trium phan t s p i r i t  of 

c i v i l i s a t i o n ’ .^  Of p a r t i c u la r  s ig n if ic a n c e  f o r  th e  p re se n t co n tex t i s  

th e  way in  which Leavis concludes h is  account o f th e  manner whereby, in  

A ll  f o r  Love, Dryden had re p la ce d  th e  ’ c o n c re te n e ss ’ and ’ evoked and 

re -e n a c te d  l i f e ’ o f Shakespeare’ s b lank  v e rse  in  Antony and C leo p a tra

1. ’ John Dryden’ , S e lec ted  Essays (London, 1932), p p .307, 305, 314-316.
2. L a tt and Monk, John Dryden, p . 9.
3 . E n g lish  L i te r a tu r e  in  Our Time and th e  U n iv e rs ity  (London, 1969), p . 99

4 . R ev a lu a tio n  (1936; r p t .  Harmondsworth, 1964), p .3 4 .
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w ith  ’ a  uniform  e lo c u tio n a ry  decorum’ in  which ’th e  p ro se - id e a  has come

f i r s t  and th e  work of th e  image i s  to  p re se n t i t  p o e t i c a l ly ’ . Dryden

here  ap p ea rs , L eavis a rg u e s , as ’ a h ig h ly  s k i l l e d  c ra ftsm an , working a t

h is  job  from th e  o u ts id e ’ , and he concludes w ith  th e  r e f l e c t io n

t h a t ,  in  comparison w ith  M ilto n , Dryden i s  a ’ s a f e r ’ case w ith  which to

convince a re a d e r of th e  ju s tn e s s  o f E l i o t ’ s th e o ry  o f a  ’d is s o c ia t io n  o f

s e n s i b i l i t y ’ in  l a t e  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e tic  language, s in ce

. . .  you w i l l  no t s u rp r is e  o r  d is p le a s e  anyone who 
m a tte rs  i f  you say  th a t  A ll f o r  Love i s  a b e t t e r  
p la y  th an  Antony and C le o p a tra , no one i s  touchy  
about Dryden.

As E l io t  h im se lf remarked in  th e  paragraph  quoted a t  th e  head 

of t h i s  c h a p te r , i t  i s  always s a lu ta r y  and in s t r u c t iv e  ( i f  we w ish to  

avoid complacency, and to  be su re  t h a t  we a re  no t m erely  th e  i n e r t  

r e c ip ie n t s  o f th e  co n v en tio n a l wisdom of our own day) to  compare th e  

p re s e n t s t a t e  of a p o e t’ s r e p u ta t io n  w ith  th e  ways in  which th a t  poet 

was read  and enjoyed in  th e  p a s t .  I t  may w e ll be, o f c o u rse , th a t  th e  

e f f e c t  o f doing t h i s  in  any p a r t i c u l a r  in s ta n c e  w i l l  se rv e  to  confirm  

us in  our p re se n t view, and t o  convince us t h a t  th e  poe t in  q u e s tio n  

was u n ju s t ly  o v e r- o r u n d e r- valued  (w hichever th e  case may be) by h is  

e a r l i e r  re a d e rs ,  and th a t  th e  passage o f tim e has sim ply c re a te d  c o n d itio n s  

f o r  a r r iv in g  a t  a  j u s t e r  v e r d i c t . I t  seems u n l ik e ly ,  f o r  example, t h a t  

Q u arle s , o r S y lv e s te r ,  o r  even James Thompson w ill ever re g a in  th e  esteem  

in  which th e y  were once h e ld  by very  many re a d e rs .  C onversely , we a re  

u n lik e ly  to  f e e l  th a t  th e  com parative o b liv io n  in  which th e  works o f both  

Donne and M arvell re s te d  f o r  many y e a rs  i s  l i a b l e  to  a f f e c t  th e  su b s ta n tia lly

1. E n g lish  L i te r a tu r e  in  Our Time . . .  , p . 92.
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h ig h e r  reg a rd  which we have f o r  th o se  two w r i t e r s .  I t  i s  a lso  su re ly  

p o s s ib le ,  however, t h a t  su rvey ing  th e  c r i t i c a l  re c e p tio n  which an a u th o r’ s 

work met w ith  in  th e  p a s t might a l e r t  us to  q u a l i t i e s  and p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

in  h is  work which re c e n t s h i f t s  in  t a s t e  o r  r e a d e r s ’ p reo ccu p a tio n s  have 

caused to  be obscured . We m ight, th a t  i s ,  by a tte n d in g  to  th e  adm iring 

comments of a  v / r i t e r ’ s e a r l i e r  c r i t i c s ,  be enabled  to  re c a p tu re  some o f 

t h e i r  en thusiasm , and perhaps a ls o  to  see  c e r ta in  l im i ta t io n s  in  our own 

view o f th a t  au th o r.

To tu r n  from tw e n tie th -c e n tu iy  Dryden c r i t i c i s m  to  th e  remarks 

o f Dryden’ s e ig h teen th -an d  e a r ly  n in e te e n th -c e n tu iy  adm irers i s  to  be 

co n fro n ted  w ith  q u ite  a d i f f e r e n t  concep tion  o f th e  p o e t’s t a l e n t s  and 

q u a l i t i e s ,  and of th e  k inds of p le a su re  t h a t  h is  work o f f e r s .  Perhaps 

th e  most s t r ik in g  d if fe re n c e  t h a t  e x i s t s  betw een what can be c a l le d  ( in  

a co n v en ien t, bu t no t a l to g e th e r  a c c u ra te , shorthand) th e  ’ e ig h te e n th -  

cen tu ry  Dryden’ and th e  ’modem Dryden’ l i e s  in  th e  s e le c t io n  from 

Dryden’ s oeuvre which was th e n , and i s  now, considered  to  re p re se n t him 

a t  h is  b e s t and most c h a r a c te r i s t i c .  I t  i s  nowadays q u ite  common fo r  

c r i t i c s  to  r e f e r  c o n fid e n tly  to  Absalom and A ch itophel as ’Dryden’s 

g r e a te s t  poem’ iv ithout fe e l in g  th e  need to  argue o r  j u s t i f y  th a t  v a lu a t io n , 

and th e  overvdielming m a jo rity  o f  s c h o la r ly  books and a r t i c l e s  and s tu d en t 

s e le c t io n s  from h is  work c o n ce n tra te  on th e  p o l i t i c a l  and r e l ig io u s  v e rse  

o f th e  1680’ s .  In  th e  e ig h te e n th  and e a r ly  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r ie s ,  

however, Dryden’ s b e s t and most c h a r a c te r i s t i c  works were th o u g h t, by 

n e a r ly  a l l  h i s  ad m ire rs , to  be th e  Ode A lexander’s F east and th e  l a t e  

t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  th o se  in c lu d ed  in  h is  l a s t  volume. Fables 

A ncient and Modern.



9.

A general conception o f how Dryden’ s work was form erly received  

can be b u ilt  up from th e w ritin g s  o f many o f h is  e a r lie r  admirers, 

s ta r tin g  with th e volumes o f e le g ie s  which appeared on h is  death in  1700. ^ 

I t  has fo r  some tim e been recognised th a t , w hile ea r ly  n in eteenth-centu ry  

readers had o ften  f e l t  various kinds of reservation s about th e poetry o f  

Dryden and Pope, the open condemnation of the two p o e ts ’ work v is ib le  in

Arnold’s essay was in  fa c t a la te -V ic to r ia n  phenomenon, rather than
2

something to  be assoc ia ted  w ith th e  advent of Romanticism. And recent 

work has a lso  shovm, fo r  example, th a t Dryden’ s version s o f Chaucer 

(which are nowadays o ften  thought o f as conclusive proof o f the  

l im ita t io n s  of h is  s e n s ib i l i t y ,  and o f the degree to  which h is  v is io n  was 

r e s tr ic te d  by n e o c la ss ic a l b lin k ers) were read and admired long a fte r  th e  

work of such sch olars as M orell and Tyrwhitt had made i t  p o ss ib le  fo r  the  

o r ig in a l te x t  of the Canterbury T ales to  be read in  much th e  form in  which
3

i t  i s  read today. I t  i s  perhaps not su rp r isin g , th er e fo re , to  fin d  th is  

warm and vigorous commendation being w ritten  as la t e  as 1845 by John W ilson,

1 . As w e ll as th e  two c o l le c t io n s  of e le g ie s ,  Luctus B r i ta n n ic i  ; o r  th e  
T ears o f th e  B r i t i s h  Muses ; f o r  th e  Death of John Dryden, Esq. ,  and 
The Nine Muses. Or, Poems w r i t te n  by Nine S e v e ra l!  L adies upon th e  
Death of th e  Late Famous John Dryden, E sq . ,  th e re  were th r e e  in d iv id u a l  
poems p u b lish ed  in  1700 : The P a ten tee  (anonymous), C harles Brome’s
To th e Memory of Mr. Dryden, and Alexander OldyS’ An Ode, by way of 
i le g jr .

2 . On t h i s  s u b je c t ,  see U.Amarasinghe, Dryden and Pope in  th e  E a rly  
N in e teen th  C e n tu ^  : A Study o f Changing L i te r a r y  T a s te . 1800-1830 
(Cambridge, 19^2) and H .G .W right, ’Some s id e l ig h ts  on th e  R epu ta tion  
and In f lu en c e  of Dryden’ s F a b le s ’ , R .E .S . ,  21 (1945), 23-27.

3 . See T.A.Mason, Dryden’ s Chaucer  (U npublished PhD T h e s is , U n iv e rs ity  o f 
Cambridge, 1978). In  C hapter 2 of t h i s  t h e s i s ,  ’The E a rly  R ep u ta tion  
o f Dryden’ s Chaucer Poems’ , Dr .Mason has conducted an ex h au stiv e  s tudy  
o f th e  l a t e r  re p u ta tio n  of th e  F a b le s , to  which I  am in d eb ted  in  
the$e pages.
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a c r i t i c  who had done perhaps more th a n  any o th e r  s in g le  rev iew er to  

chaiapion th e  p o e try  o f Wordsworth, and who th u s  was in  th e  van o f t h a t  

movement in  t a s t e  which (acco rd ing  to  such commentators as Mark P a tt is o n )  

had o u sted  th e  August ans alm ost o v e rn ig h t.^

Drydenfs p o e t ic a l  power appears most of a l l ,  
p erhaps, in  h is  t r a n s la t io n s ;  and h is  t r a n s la t io n  
of th e  most v u lg a r  renown i s  t h a t  which u n ite s  h is  
name to  t h a t  of th e  g re a t Roman e p o p e is t;  bu t i t  
i s  not h is  g re a te s t  achievem ent. The t a l e s  
m odernised and p araph rased  from  Chaucer, and 
th o se  f i l l e d  up in to  p o e t ic a l  t e l l i n g  from 
B occaccio, as th e y  a re  th e  works o f Dryden*s 
which th e  most f a s te n  them selves w ith  i n t e r e s t  
upon a mind open to  p o e try  and f r e e  from precon
ceived  l i t e r a r y  o p in io n , so do th e y  seem to  us to  
be , a f t e r  a l l ,  th o se  which a v ersed  c r i t i c  must 
d is t in g u is h  as stam ped, beyond th e  o th e r s ,  w ith  
th e  s k i l l e d  ea se , th e  flow  as of o r ig in a l  
com position , th e  su s ta in e d  s p i r i t ,  and fo rce  
and fe rv o u r  -  in  s h o r t ,  by th e  m astery , and by 
th e  keen z e s t of iv r i t in g . They a re  th e  works 
o f h is  more th a n  m atured mind -  of h is  waning 
l i f e ;  and th e y  show a r a r e  in s ta n c e  of a t a l e n t  
so s te a d f a s t ly  and p e rs e v e r in g ly  se lf-im p ro v ed , 
as t h a t ,  in  l i f e r s  seven th  decennium, th e  grovrth 
o f A rt overweighed th e  d e trim en t o f Time. But, 
in  good t r u t h ,  no d e trim en t o f tim e i s  here  
p e rc e p t ib le ;  y o u th fu l f i r e  and accom plished 
s k i l l  have th e  a i r  o f be ing  met in  th e se  
rem arkable p ie c e s .

The com bination o f p re c is io n  and gusto  in  W ilson^s rem arks, and in  

many o th e r  such rem arks in  th e  s e t  of a r t i c l e s  from which th e y  come, show 

t h a t  th e y  are  deep ly  f e l t .  Yet a t th e  same tim e th e y  could  alm ost be 

d e sc rib e d  as an epitom e of th e  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  concep tion  o f Dryden.

1 . W ilson’ s rem arks come from a s e r ie s  of a r t i c l e s  e n t i t l e d  N orth ’ s
Specimens o f th e  B r i t i s h  C r i t ic s  which f i r s t  appeared in  Blackwood’ s 
Edinburgh Magazine in  e ig h t in s ta lm e n ts  d u rin g  1845 (V o l.57, p p .133-158, 
369-400, 503-52S, 617-646, 771-793, V o l.58, p p .114-128, 229-256, 366-388) 
They were c o lle c te d  in  book form in  P h ila d e lp h ia  in  I 846 .
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The volumes of e le g ie s  on Dryden’s d e a th , fo r  example, a re  f u l l  o f 

e x p re ss io n s  of th e  id e a  th a t  Dryden’ s l a t e s t  work m iracu lo u s ly  combined 

’y o u th fu l f i r e  and accom plished s k i l l ’ :

H is inexhausted  Force knew no decay.
In  s p i te  o f Years h is  Muse grew young and gay 
And v ig ’ro u s , l i k e  th e  P a tr ia rc h  o f o ld .
His l a s t  bom  Joseph c a s t in  f in e s t  Mold:
This Son of S ix ty  Nine surpassing fa ir ;
With any e ld e r  O ffsp rin g  may com pare;!

Congreve, in tro d u c in g  h is  new c o lle c te d  e d i t io n  of Dryden’s p lay s  in

1717, w rote  th a t

[bryden’s] P a r ts  d id  not d e c lin e  w ith  h is  Y ears:
B u t. . .  he was an im proving W rite r to  h is  l a s t , even 
to  n ea r seven ty  Years of Age; im proving in  F ire  and 
Im ag in a tio n , as w e ll as in  Judgement: W itness h is
Ode on S t .  C e c i l ia ’s Day, and h is  F a b le s , h is  
l a t e s t  p e rfo rm an ces .2

And S i r  Samuel G arth , in  th e  same y e a r , remarked th a t

. . . a s  h is  e a r l i e r  Works wanted no M atu rity , so h is  
l a t t e r  wanted no Force, o r S p i r i t . 3

Some y ea rs  e a r l i e r .  Pope had w r i t te n  to  W ycherley th a t

. . .  th o se  S c r ib b le rs  who a t ta c k ’d him in  h is  
l a t t e r  tim e s , were on ly  l ik e  Gnats in  a Summer’ s 
even ing , which a re  nev er very  troublesom e but in  
th e  f i n e s t  and most g lo r io u s  Season: ( f o r  h is
f i r e ,  l ik e  th e  Sun’s ,  s h in ’d c le a r e s t  tow ards 
i t s  s e t t in g ) ^

S im ila r ly , Joseph Warton was convinced th a t  ’The o ld e r  he grew, th e  

b e t t e r  Dryden wrote’,^ and f e l t  t h a t

1 . C harles Brome, To th e  Memory o f Mr. Dryden. A Poem (London, 1 7 0 0 ),p .9 .
2. W illiam  Congreve, The Mourning B rid e , e t c . ,  ed. B.Dobree (Oxford, 1928), 

pp . 482-3.
3 . Ovid’ s Metamorphoses, in  F if te e n  Books. T ra n s la te d  by th e  Most Eminent 

Hands (London,1 7 1 7 ) ,  p .x x .
4 . A lexander Pope, C orrespondence, ed. G .Sherbum  (5 v o l s . ,  Oxford, 1956), 

I ,  2. c f .  Luctus B r i ta n n ic i , p . 18 :
Thus idien th e  Sun d a r t ’ s up i t s  W estern Rays,
Tho not so warm, i t  c a s t ’s a  b r ig h te r  b la z e :

5 . The Works o f A lexander Pope, w ith  Notes and I l l u s t r a t i o n s  by Joseph 
Wa,rton D.D. and O thers (9 v o l s . ,  London, 1797), IV, 226 .
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I t  i s  to  h is  fa b le s , though wrote in  h is  old age, 
th at Dryden w i l l  owe h is  im m ortality, , . .  the  
warmth and melody of th ese  p ie c e s , has never 
been ex ce lled  in  our language, . . . !

In  a poem p u b lish ed  in  1?06, Jabez Hughes had exp ressed  th e  view th a t

Dryden’ s ta le n ts  were v i s ib le  in  h is  la s t  works with more fu lln e s s  and

c la r i ty  than ever before :

As years advance, the abated so u l, in  most.
Sinks to  low ebb, in  second childhood lo s t ;
And sp o ilin g  age, dishonouring our kind,
Robs a l l  the treasu res o f th e  wasted mind;
With hovering clouds obscures th e  m uffled s ig h t .
And dim su ffu sio n  of enduring n ight:
But the r ich  fervour of h is  r is in g  rage.
Prevailed o ’er a l l  the in f ir m it ie s  o f age;
And, unimpaired by in ju r ie s  o f tim e.
Enjoyed the bloom o f a perpetual prime.
His f i r e  not l e s s ,  he more c o rrec tly  w r it .
With ripened judgement, and d igested  w it;
When the luxuriant ardour of h is  youth.
Succeeding years had tamed to  b e tter  growth.
And seemed to  break the body’ s crust away.
To g ive  the expanded mind more room to  play;
IVhich, in  i t s  evening, opened on the s ig h t .
Surprising beams o f f u l l  meridian l ig h t  ;
As t h r i f t y  of i t s  splendour i t  had been 
And a l l  i t s  lu s tr e  had reserved t i l l  t h e n .2

S ir  Vf a lt e r  S co tt , s im ila r ly , f e l t  th a t th e  Fables d isp layed ’a l l  the

humorous expression o f h is  s a t ir ic a l  poetry w ithout i t s  p e r so n a lity ’ and

John Aikin wrote th a t , in  th e  F ab les, Dryden’s genius ’sports at ease ,
3

fr e e  from the shackles of a p o l i t i c a l  or polem ical ta s k ’ .

1 . Joseph W arton, Essay on th e  Genius and V Jritings of Pope (4 th  e d n .,
2 v o l s . ,  London, 1782), I I ,  12.

2. Jabez Hughes, ’V erses O ccasion’d by Reading Mr. Dryden’ s F a b le s ’ ,
S c o t t ,  X V III, 227-233.

3 . S c o t t ,  I ,  499. See a lso  F ab les  from Boccaccio and Chaucer by John
Dryden. a  New E d itio n , w ith . . .  A P re fa to ry  Essay by J .A ik in , M.D. 
(London, 1806), p . i i i .  In Volume 2 o f h is  L ife  of S c o tt (7 v o l s . ,  
Edinburgh, 1837-8), J .G .L ockhart a lso  spoke of ’Dryden’ s p r o s t i tu t io n  
o f h is  gen ius to  th e  p e t ty  b i t te r n e s s e s  of p o l i t i c a l  w a rfa re ’ (p. 16V).
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Dryden’s e a r lie r  admirers a lso  saw him as a humanist, a d i s t i l l e r  

and tran sm itter  to  B r itish  readers of the wisdom of past ages and fo re ig n  

cu ltu res . ’ I t  i s  u n certa in ’ , wrote Garth (paraphrasing ’th a t Compliment 

which was made to  Monsieur d ’Ablancourt, a celebrated  French T ranslator’ ) ,  

’who have th e  g rea test O bligations to  Him, the Dead or the L iv in g’ , and

Charles Brome thought th a t Dryden had ’n a tu ra lised ’ th e best poets o f

th e  ancient world fo r  E nglish readers :

No Art, no Hand but h is  could e ’er bring home.
The nob lest ch o icest Flow’rs o f Greece and Rome;
Transplant them with sublim est Art and T o il,
And make them flo u r ish  in  a B r it ish  s o i l .
V/hatever Ore he cast in to  h is  Mold 
He did th e dark Philosophy unfold , ,
And by a touch converted a l l  to  Gold.

This sentim ent i s  repeated again and again in  th e e le g ie s  on Dryden’s

death, in  poems by Congreve and Addison, and in  th ese  l in e s  by Lord

Lansdowne :

As B rita in  in  rich  s o i l ,  abounding wide.
Furnish’d for  use, for  luxury, and p ride.
Yet spreads her wanton s a i l s  on every shore 
For fore ign  w ealth , in s a t ia te  s t i l l  o f more.
To her own wool th e s i lk s  o f A sia jo in s .
And to  her plenteous h a rv ests , Indian mines:
So Dryden, not contented w ith th e  fame
Of h is  own works, though an immortal name.
To lands remote, sends forth  h is  learned Muse,
The nob lest seeds o f fo re ig n  w it to  choose;
Feasting our sense so many various ways.
Say, i s ’t  thy bounty, or th y  t h ir s t  o f praise?
That by comparing o th ers , a l l  might se e .
Who most e x c e l l ’d, are y e t e x c e l l ’d by th ee .

1 . Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1717), p.xx; Charles Brome, To th e Memory of 
Mr. Dryden, p .8.

2. See W illiam  Congreve, ’To Mr. Dryden, on h is  T ranslation  of P ersiu s’ , 
Joseph Addison, ’To Mr. Dryden’ (both 1693). The two poems are con^ 
v en ien tly  reprinted  in  J. & H. K in sley , e d s .,  Dryden : the C r it ic a l  
H eritage (London, 1971), p p .205-6, 213-4. See a lso  George G ran ville , 
Lord Lansdowne, ’To My Friend, Mr.John Dryden, On h is  Several 
E x cellen t T ranslations of th e  Ancient P oets’ , The Works of the English  
P o ets , ed. A.Chalmers (21 v o l s . ,  London, 1810), X I,33.
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Where modem c r i t i c s ,  as we have seen , o f te n  d ism iss  Dryden’s

d e p ic tio n  o f human p ass io n  a l to g e th e r  as f r i g i d  and fo rc e d , h is  e a r l i e r

adm irers claim ed th a t  in  c e r ta in  c ircum stances he could be a  m aster o f

th e  s u b je c t .  Dr. Johnson, f o r  in s ta n c e , commented t h a t  w h ile  Dryden could

no t d e p ic t ’th e  Love of th e  Golden Age’ , t h a t  i s  ’Love, as i t  s u b s is ts

in  i t s e l f ,  w ith  no tendency bu t to  th e  person  lo v ed , and w ishing  on ly  f o r

correspondent k in d n ess ; such love  as sh u ts  out a l l  o th e r  i n t e r e s t ’ , he

could conceive o f love

. . .  in  i t s  tu rb u le n t  e ffe rv escen ce  w ith  some o th e r  d e s i r e s ;  
when i t  was inflam ed by r i v a l r y ,  or o b s tru c te d  by d i f f i c u l t i e s ;  
when i t  in v ig o ra te d  am bition , o r e x asp e ra ted  revenge.

(Murphy, DC, 434)

S c o tt confirm ed Johnson’ s f in d in g s , a lso  coming to  very  d i f f e r e n t

conclusions from Auden about Dryden’ s response  to  th e  n a tu ra l  world :

. . .  i f  Dryden f a i l s  in  ex p ress in g  th e  m ild e r and 
more te n d e r  p a s s io n s , no t only  d id  th e  s tro n g e r  fe e l in g s  
of th e  h e a r t ,  in  a l l  i t s  dark  o r  v io le n t  w orkings, but 
th e  face  of n a tu r a l  o b je c ts ,  and t h e i r  o p e ra tio n  upon 
th e  human mind, pass prom ptly in  review  a t  h is  
command. E x te rn a l p ic tu re s  and t h e i r  corresponding
in f lu e n c e  on th e  s p e c ta to r ,  a re  e q u a lly  ready a t
h is  summons ; and though h is  p o e try , from th e  n a tu re  
o f h is  s u b je c ts ,  i s  in  g e n e ra l r a th e r  e th ic  and 
d id a c t ic ,  th an  n a r r a t iv e ,  y e t no sooner does he 
adopt th e  l a t t e r  s ty l e  in  com position , th an  h is  
f ig u re s  and h is  lan d scap es  a re  p re sen ted  to  th e  
mind w ith  th e  same v iv a c i ty  as th e  flow  of h is  
re a so n in g , o r th e  a cu te  m etap h y sica l d isc r im in 
a t io n  o f h is  c h a r a c te r s .

( I ,  482-3)

The ’Harmony’ which Dryden (as  n e a r ly  a l l  h is  e a r ly  adm irers

proclaim ) had achieved  in  h is  v e rse  was n o t though t to  be m erely a  m a tte r

o f h is  having achieved a decorous s t a t e l i n e s s ,  o r  hav ingIrough t h is  v e rse  

to  a c ra ftsm an lik e  p e r fe c t io n ,  bu t r a th e r  a means of ach iev in g  what we 

might c a l l  an ’ in e v i ta b le  r ig h tn e s s ’ of e x p re ss io n , a ’n a tu ra ln e s s ’ th a t
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appears alm ost a r t - l e s s  :

In  monumental e v e r la s t in g  V erse,
E pitom iz’d he g ra s p ’d th e  U niverse.
No Pow’r  bu t h is  could tu n e  a B r i t i s h  Lyre 
To sw eeter Notes th a n  any Tuscan Q uire,
Teutonick Words to  anim ate and r a i s e .
S trong sh in in g  M usical as A tt ic  Lays;
Rude M atter in d is p o s ’d he form ’d P o l i t e ,  ^
His Muse seemd r a th e r  to  c re a te  th an  w r i te .

W ilson, in  1845, was s t i l l  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  ab le  to  concur:

Dryden sometimes e s tran g e s  h is  language from 
v u lg a r use by a L a tin ism ; (he , h im se lf , i n s i s t s  
upon t h i s ,  as a d e l ib e r a te  a c t  o f en ric h in g  our 
poor and barbarous to n g u e ;) and in  h is  h ig h e s t 
w r i t in g s ,  even where he has good m a tte r  t h a t  w i l l  
s u s ta in  i t s e l f  a t due p o e t ic a l  h e ig h t, h e re  and 
th e re  he has touches of an ornam ental, im i ta t iv e ,  
and f a l s e  p o e t ic a l  d ic t io n .  But th a t  i s  no t h is  
own s ty le  -  not th e  s ty le  which he uses where he 
i s  f u l l y  h im se lf . This i s  pure E n g lish , siiup le , 
m ascu line; tu rn e d  in to  p o e try  by a t r u e  l i f e  of 
e x p re ss io n , and by th e  in h e rin g  melody o f th e  
num bers.2

Nor was Dryden’s ’harmony’ though t incom patib le  w ith  a d a rin g  s p r ig h t l in e s s

W ritin g  of A lexander’ s F e a s t , th e  poem of Dryden’s which had always been

found h is  most ’harm onious’ , Henry Hallam remarked :

Every one p lace s  t h i s  Ode among th e  f i r s t  o f i t s  
c la s s ,  and many a llow  i t  no r i v a l .  In  what does 
t h i s  s u p e r io r i ty  c o n s is t? . . .  I t  must be th e  
ra p id  t r a n s i t i o n s ,  th e  m astery  of language, 
th e  sp r in g in e ss  of th e  v/hole manner, which 
h u r r ie s  us away, and le av e s  us so l i t t l e  room 
f o r  m inute c r i t ic i s m ,  t h a t  no one has ever _ 
q u a l i f ie d  h is  ad m ira tio n  o f t h i s  noble poem.

Johnson had w r it te n  of th e  same poem (when couç>aring i t  w ith  Pope’s S t .

C e c il ia  Ode) :

. . .  th e  p ass io n s  e x c ite d  by Dryden are  th e  
p le a su re s  and p a in s  of r e a l  l i f e ,  th e  scene of 
Pope i s  l a i d  in  im aginary e x is te n c e ; Pope i s

1. C harles Brome, To th e  Memory of Mr. D ryden, p .6 .
2. N orth ’ s Specimens of th e  B r i t i s h  C r i t i c s , (P h ila d e lp h ia , 1846), p .141.

8* Quoted in  S i r  W alter S c o t t ,  I4 isce llaneous Prose Works, (E dinburgh,
1834), p .348.
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read  w ith  calm acqu iescence , Dryden w ith  tu rb u le n t  
d e l ig h t ;  Pope hangs upon th e  e a r ,  and Dryden 
f in d s  th e  p asses  of th e  mind.

(Murphy, X I, 175)

Comparing Dryden w ith  Pope ( in  which conç)arison he was c le a r ly  in s p ire d

by Johnson’ s famous p reced en t) W ilson remarked on ’th e  f r e e  com position

o f Dryden th a t  stream s on and on, f u l l  o f v ig o u r and sp len d o u r, o f reason

and w it ,  as i f  v e rse  were a m other tongue to  him, o r some s p e c ia l  g i f t

o f  th e  u n iv e rs a l  M other’ , and concludes :

Dryden i s  a l l  power -  and he knows i t .  . . .
In  h is  own v e rse , n o t an o th er approaches him 
f o r  energy brought from fa m i l ia r  u ses of 
e x p re ss io n . W itness th e  hazardous bu t 
in im ita b le  -

’To f i l e  and p o lis h  God A lm ighty’ s f o o l , ’ 
and a hundred o th e r s . . . .  Dryden alone moves 
u n fe t te re d  in  th e  f e t t e r i n g  coup let -  alone 
of th o se  who have su b m itted  to  th e  f e t t e r s .
For th o se  who w rite  d i s t i c h s ,  running  them 
in to  one a n o th e r , hand over h e e ls ,  t i l l  you 
do no t know where to  look  a f t e r  th e  rhyme -  
th e se  do no t wear t h e i r  f e t t e r s ,  and w ith  an 
a ll-m a s te r in g  grace  dance to  th e  chime, bu t th e y  
b reak  them and cap er abou t, th e  fragm ents c lank ing  
d ism a lly  and s tra n g e ly  about t h e i r  h e e ls .  Turn 
from  th e  clumsy clowns to  g lo r io u s  John 
sinew y, f l e x ib le ,  w e l l - k n i t , a g i le ,  s t a t e ly  
s tep p in g , g ra c e fu lly -b e n d in g , s t e m ,  s ta lw o rth  -  
o r s i t t i n g  h is  ho rse  ’ e re c t  and f a i r ’ , in  
c a re e rin g  and c a rry in g  h is  s te e l-h e a d e d  lan ce  
o f t r u e  s t u f f ,  l e v e l  and s tea d y  to  i t s  aim, and 
im petuous as a  th u n d e rb o l t . ^

Though Johnson claim ed (u n lik e  alm ost a l l  th e  o th e r  commentators 

o f  h is  age) to  have no s p e c ia l  a f f e c t io n  f o r  th e  F a b le s , he e x p l i c i t l y

in c lu d e s  Dryden’ s t r a n s la t io n s  in  h is  o v e ra l l  assessm ent o f th e  p o e t’ s

1 . N orth’ s Specim ens, pp. 310-11.
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t a l e n t s . ^  U nlike Van Doren, fo r  idiom ’ jo u r n a l i s t  in  v e r s e ’ was a

s u i ta b le  d e s c r ip t io n  of Dryden, or E l io t ,  who though t Dryden’ s mind was

’ commonplace’ and who though t t h a t  th e  poet ’ l a c k e d . . . a  la rg e  and unique

view of l i f e ’ , Johnson judged th a t  ’th e  n o tio n s  o f Dryden were formed

by comprehensive s p e c u la t io n ’ , t h a t  he knew more even th a n  Pope ’o f man

in  h is  g e n e ra l n a tu r e ’ and th a t  he a lso  su rpassed  even Pope in

. . .g e n iu s ,  th a t  power which c o n s t i tu te s  a 
p o e t; th a t  q u a l i ty  w ithou t which judgement 
i s  co ld  and tuiowledge i n e r t ;  t h a t  energy 
which c o l l e c t s ,  combines, am p lifie s  and 
an im ates.

(Murphy, X I, 170)

And S c o tt judged th a t  Dryden ’was d e s t in e d ’

. . . to  te a c h  p o s te r i ty  th e  pow erful and v a rie d  
p o e t ic a l  harmony o f which t h e i r  language was 
capab le ; . . .  and to  le av e  to  E n g lish  l i t e r a t u r e  
a name, second only  to  th o se  of M ilton  and of 
Shakespeare.

( I ,  533)

There e x i s t s ,  th e n , a  v a s t d isc rep an cy  between th e  assessm ent o f 

th e  n a tu re  and s ta tu r e  of Dryden made by many c r i t i c s  d u rin g  th e  cen tu ry  

and a h a l f  a f t e r  h is  d eath  and th a t  which o b ta in s  in  most q u a r te rs  to d a y , 

bo th  in  terras o f th e  a re a s  of h is  work, and th e  p o e tic  q u a l i t i e s  in  t h a t

1 . The ex cessiv e  coo lness about F ab les d isp lay ed  by Johnson, in  th e  l ig h t  
o f h is  g e n e ra l ad m ira tio n  f o r  Dryden’ s t r a n s la t in g  achievem ent, can 
perhaps p a r t ly  be exp lained  by h is  combative a t t i t u d e  t o  th e  l i t e r a r y  
t a s t e s  being  advocated by th e  W artons, and p a r t i c u la r ly  t h e i r  r e v iv a l  
of a l l  th in g s  m edieval (Johnson’s coo lness i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  d ire c te d  
a t th e  v e rs io n s  o f Chaucer and B occaccio ). Joseph W arton was 
p a r t i c u la r ly  c r i t i c a l  o f Johnson’ s remarks in  th e  second volume o f 
h is  Essay o n . . .  Pope (1782), and makes h is  c r i t ic is m s  s tro n g e r  and 
more e x p l i c i t  in  th e  n o tes  to  h is  e d i t io n  o f Pope, p u b lish e d , 
s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  a f t e r  Johnson’ s d e a th , in  1797. On th e  1782 E ssay  a s , 
in  some re s p e c ts ,  p a r t  o f a  c r i t i c a l  exchange between th e  two men, see 
James A llis o n , ’ Joseph W arton’ s re p ly  to  Dr. Johnson’ s L iv e s ’ , 
J .E .G .P . ,  51 (1952), 186-191.
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work which were th e n , and are  now, most warmly p ra is e d . For a  long tim e 

a f t e r  h is  d e a th , w e ll beyond th e  end of th a t  phase in  E n g lish  c u ltu re  

commonly known as ’A ugustan’ o r  ’N e o c la s s ic a l’ , i t  was f e l t  t h a t  f a r  la r g e r  

claim s could be made f o r  h is  work -  and p a r t i c u la r ly  f o r  th e  t r a n s la t io n s  - 

th a n  would nowadays be g e n e ra lly  though t p la u s ib le .

Dryden was though t of by th e se  re a d e rs  no t p r im a r i ly  o r  e x c lu s iv e ly  

as a  p o l i t i c a l  o r  o ccas io n a l poet o r  as a  d ra m a tis t  (though bo th  h is  p lay s

and h is  s a t i r e s  had t h e i r  adm irers) bu t as a  g re a t hum anist p o e t who had

been ab le  to  absorb^ d i s t i l l  and tra n s m it in  h is  v e rse  much o f th e  wisdom 

con tained  in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t  to  fu tu re  g e n e ra tio n s . His l a t e r  

work was th ough t to  combine, in  a way th a t  seemed alm ost m iracu lo u s , th e  

z e s t and s p i r i t  o f youth w ith  th e  m a tu r ity  and wisdom of o ld  age. His 

v e rs e , f a r  from b e in g , on th e  one hand, ’ la p id a ry ’ o r d eco ro u sly  s t a t e l y  

o r ,  on th e  o th e r , m erely  co n ta in in g  th e  v i r tu e s  o f good v igorous argum ent

a t iv e  p ro se , was though t to  have a ’harmony’ which was in e x tr ic a b le  from 

th e  ju s tn e s s  of th e  t r u th s  which i t  conveyed. His p o e tic  language was 

thought to  be d a rin g , sp a rk lin g  and in im ita b le .  H is w it was considered  

to  be no t ju s t  t h a t  of th e  ra z o r-sh a rp  s a t i r i s t ,  b u t to  be com patib le  

w ith  a g e n ia l and la rg e -so u le d  good humour. I f  h i s  f o r te  was not in  

p o r tra y in g  te n d e r  p a ss io n , none ( i t  was th o u g h t) could  r i v a l  him a t

d e p ic t in g  p ass io n  in  a d v e rs ity . He had a profound knowledge o f th e

human h e a r t ,  and was no t ju s t  a  s u p e r f i c i a l  o b se rv er o f lo c a l  m anners.

His l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic i s m ,  m oreover, was read  as th e  w ork ing-no tes of a  

p r a c t i t io n e r  -  h is  comments on some au th o rs  were f e l t  t o  have been g iven  

w eight and a u th o r i ty  by th e  way he had imbibed or absorbed th o se  au th o rs  

in  h is  own work. I f  h is  v e rse  lacked  th e  ju d ic io u s  d is c r im in a tio n  and
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po in ted  p e r fe c t io n  o f Pope’ s ,  i t  tran scen d ed  i t  in  i t s  ’energy’ and ’ f i r e ’ 

and ’tu rb u le n t  d e l ig h t ’ .

I t  i s  n o t th e  concern o f t h i s  s tudy  to  undertake  any d e ta i le d  

in v e s t ig a t io n  of th e  s tag e s  whereby Dryden’ s l a t e r  work passed  from being  

considered  th e  crown of h is  achievem ent in to  th e  s t a t e  o f r e l a t i v e  o b liv io n  

in  which i t  rem ains to d ay . main h y p o th esis  i s ,  r a th e r ,  t h a t  i t  might 

be p o s s ib le , by a tte n d in g  c lo s e ly  to  one p a r t i c u la r  a sp ec t o f th a t  l a t e r  

work, and by seek ing  to  understand  in  a l i t t l e  more d e t a i l  what ’t r a n s l a t i o n ’ 

e n ta i le d  fo r  Dryden, f i r s t  more g e n e ra l ly ,  and th e n  in  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  case 

of h is  t r a n s la t io n s  from Ovid, to  re c a p tu re  ( in  th e  s p i r i t  o f th e  q u o ta tio n  

from T .S .E lio t  w ith  which we began) a t  l e a s t  some of th e  p le a su re  t h a t  th o se  

e a r l i e r  c r i t i c s  found in  Dryden’ s t r a n s la t io n s ;  to  re g a in  some of th e  

sympathy th a t  th e y  had f o r  h is  whole t r a n s la t in g  e n te r p r is e ;  to  see th a t  

h is  n o tio n  of t r a n s la t io n  might be though t to  r e s t  on a  s u b tle  and 

in te r e s t in g  conception  of th e  p o s s ib le  r e la t io n s  between th e  p o e try  

w r i t te n  in  an o th er c u ltu re  and an o th e r language to  t h a t  o f th e  p re s e n t;  

to  see th a t  th e re  need no t be an y th ing  in h e re n tly  su sp ic io u s  o r im p lau s ib le  

in  su g g estin g  th a t  a  poet might perhaps b e s t r e a l i s e  h is  t a l e n t s  in  th e  

medium of v e rse  t r a n s la t io n ;  and to  see , above a l l ,  t h a t  ’ jo u r n a l i s t  in  

v e r s e ’ i s  perhaps a very  inad eq u a te  way of c h a ra c te r is in g  Dryden’s 

d i s t in c t iv e  p o e tic  t a l e n t s ,  and t h a t  h is  mind was, p erhaps, not q u i te  so 

’ commonplace’ as E l io t  took  i t  t o  be .
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( i i )  ’Beyond '’t r a n s la t io n - th e o r y ’”  : Dryden’ s p r in c ip le s  and p ra c t ic e  
as a t r a n s l a t o r

Looking back on th e  h i s to r y  o f E ng lish  t r a n s l a t i o n  from th e  

v an tag e -p o in t of 1759, Dr. Johnson concluded ( in  I d le r  69) t h a t ,  o f th e  

w r i te r s  of th e  sev en teen th  c en tu ry , Dryden’ s in f lu e n c e  on l a t e r  p o e ts  had 

been o f c ru c ia l  im portance , in  encouraging them t o  avoid  bo th  th e  ’ absurd 

la b o u r o f co n stru in g  rhyme’ which he a sso c ia te d  w ith  May, Sandys, Holyday 

and Feltham , and th e  ’ l ic e n t io u s n e s s ’ and ’p a ra p h ra s tic  l i b e r t i e s ’ to  

be found in  th e  w r i t in g s  of th e  R e s to ra tio n  w its .  In  th e  remarks on 

Ovid’ s E p is t le s  in  th e  L ife  of D ryden, Johnson re in fo rc e d  h is  e a r l i e r  

judgem ent, and, in  th e  g e n e ra l rem arks which conclude th e  main body o f 

th e  L i f e , he in c lu d ed  among Dryden’s most enduring  achievem ents th e  f a c t  

th a t  he ’ shewed us th e  t r u e  bounds of a  t r a n s l a t o r ’ s l i b e r t y ’ In  h is

L ife  o f Dryden, S co tt s u b s ta n t ia l ly  fo llo w s Johnson’ s account of t h i s
2achievem ent.

Recent s c h o la rsh ip  has documented th e  e x te n t to  which Johnson’ s 

and S c o t t ’ s accounts a re , in  one sen se , an o v e r - s in p l i f i c a t io n  o f th e

a c tu a l  d iv e r s i ty  o f th in k in g  and w r i t in g  on t r a n s l a t i o n ,  both  in  England
3

and France, which im m ediately preceded  Dryden. His r e je c t io n ,  fo r  

example, in  th e  1680 P reface  to  O vid’ s E p i s t l e s , o f ’m etaphrase , o r

1 . Murphy, V II, 276-7; DC, 353, 444.
2. See e s p e c ia l ly  S c o tt ,  I ,  509-520.

3 . See e s p e c ia l ly  F.R.Amos, E a rly  T h eo ries  of T ra n s la tio n  (New York, 1920),
C hapter I  o f M .Bernard, Dryden’ s Aeneid : The Theory ̂ d  th e  Poem
(U npublished PhD D is s . ,  U n iv e rs ity  o f Cambridge, 19o9) and T .R .S te in e r , 
’ P recu rso rs  to  Dryden : E n g lish  and French T heo ries  o f T ra n s la t io n  in  
th e  S even teen th  C entury’ , Comparative L i te r a tu r e  S tu d ie s , 7 (1970), 
50-81. A somewhat sh o rten ed  v e rs io n  o f t h i s  a r t i c l e  forms C hapter I  o f 
th e  same a u th o r’ s E ng lish  T ra n s la t io n  Theory, 1650-1800, Approaches to  
T ra n s la tio n  S tu d ie s , No.2, (Assen, Amsterdam, 1975). Bernard and S te in e r  
c i t e  p reced en ts  in  DuBellay and D’A b lancourt, as w e ll as in  Ben Jonson. 
Chapman, and th e  W aller/Denham group fo r  a n t i - l i t e r a l i s t  views s im ila r  
to  Dryden’ s .
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tu rn in g  an au tho r word by word, and l i n e  by l i n e ,  from  one language 

in to  a n o th e r’ , we can now see , had had more p reced en ts  and was le s s  

o r ig in a l  th a n  th e y  allow ed f o r .  But w iiile t h e i r  s ta tem en ts  a r e ,  in  one 

sen se , in a c c u ra te , th e y  prov ide  re v e a lin g  testim ony  as to  th e  d e c is iv e  

e f f e c t  f o r  th e  good which both w r i te r s  c le a r ly  f e l t  Dryden’ s a c tu a l  body 

o f achievem ent as a t r a n s l a t o r  had had on subsequent th in k in g  and p r a c t ic e  

I t  was by h is  ’d is tin g u is h e d  su c c e ss ’ r a th e r  th an  m erely by what he s a id  

about t r a n s l a t i o n ,  w rote S c o tt ,  th a t  Dryden had ’shoived th a t  th e  o b je c t 

o f th e  t r a n s l a t o r  should be to  t r a n s fu s e  th e  s p i r i t  n o t to  copy s e r v i l e ly  

th e  v e ry  words of h is  o r ig i n a l ’ ; he had no t only  ’m anfu lly  claim  [ed ]’ 

b u t a lso  ’v in d ic a te [ d ] ’ ’th e  freedom  of a ju s t  t r a n s l a t i o n ’ .^

There i s  a fundam ental problem  and danger in  a ttem p tin g  to  use  any 

of Dryden’ s p rose  w r it in g s  to  d isc o v e r  a l l  th a t  th e  a r t  of t r a n s la t io n  

e n ta i le d  fo r  him. For, w hile  h is  f i r s t  m ajor pronouncement on th e  su b je c t 

( th e  1680 P re face  to  Ovid’ s E p i s t l e s ) la y s  out w ith  m ethod ica l p re c is io n  

ru le s  and p r in c ip le s  fo r  th e  t r a n s l a t o r ,  and d e fin e s  p re c is e  c a te g o r ie s  

o f t r a n s la t io n ,  c o n ta in s , th a t  is ,so m e th in g  which could  be d e sc rib e d  as 

a ’th e o ry  of t r a n s l a t i o n ’ , both  h is  a c tu a l  p ra c t ic e  (even, to  an e x te n t , 

in  t h a t  very  volune) and h is  l a t e r  p ro se  comments show him c o n s ta n tly  

b reak ing  h is  own ru le s  in  th e  l i g h t  of ex p erien ce . He f re q u e n tly  

t r a n s l a t e s  on a lo c a l  le v e l  in  a way th a t  goes a c ro ss  a l l  th r e e  o f h is  

p o s tu la te d  c a te g o r ie s  of ’m etaphrase’ , ’p a ra p h ra se ’ and ’ im i ta t io n ’ .

A fte r  quo ting  p a r t  of th e  I 68O P reface  in  one o f h is  a r t i c l e s  on 

Dryden, John W ilson comraented a p t ly  th a t

1 . S c o tt ,  I ,  509-10; Alexander T jd-ler in  h is  Essay on th e  ^ i n c i p l e s  of 
T r a n s la t io n , Everyman’s L ib ra ry  (1791; r p t , London, n . d . ) ,  p p .44-45, 
confirm s th a t  subsequent w r i te r s  looked fo r  in s p i r a t io n  more to  Dryden’ s 
example th an  to  h is  th e o r e t i c a l  pronouncem ents, in p o rb an t as th e se  w ere.
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The p o s it io n s  l a id  down are  n o t, in  a l l  t h e i r  
e x te n t , te n a b le ;  and Dryden h im se lf , in  o th e r  
p la c e s , advocates p r in c ip le s  of T ra n s la tio n  
a l to g e th e r  d i f f e r e n t  from th e s e , and v io la te s  
them in  h is  p r a c t ic e  by a thousand b e a u tie s  
as w e ll as f a u l t s . 1

Commentators have o f te n  remarked on th e  d iv e r s e , ’ o c c a s io n a l’ ,an d  even

’hand to  mouth’ n a tu re  o f much o f Dryden’ s c r i t ic i s m ,  and th e se  e p i th e ts

apply no le s s  to  h is  remarks about t r a n s la t io n  th a n  to  o th e r  a sp e c ts  of

th o se  w r it in g s . Even Johnson, whose d e s ig n a tio n  of Dryden as ’th e  f a th e r

of E ng lish  c r i t i c i s m ’ is  one of th e  most famous s in g le  remarks ev er made

about th e  p o e t, was a lso  c a r e fu l  to  put on reco rd  th a t

From h is  p ro se , . . . ,  Dryden d e riv e s  only 
h is  a c c id e n ta l  and secondary  p ra is e ;

(Murphy, IX, 394)

and th a t  h is  c r i t i c i s m  i s

th e  c r i t ic i s m  of a p o e t; not a d u l l  c o l le c t io n  
of theorem s, nor a rude d e te c t io n  o f f a u l t s ,  which 
perhaps th e  censor was no t ab le  to  have committed; 
but a gay and v igorous d i s s e r t a t io n ,  where d e lig h t 
i s  m ingled w ith  in s t r u c t io n ,  and where th e  au tho r 
proves h is  r ig h t  of judgem ent, by h is  power of 
perform iance.

(Murphy, IX, 388)

Dryden’s c r i t ic i s m  was f e l t  by th e se  c r i t i c s  to  make f u l l e s t  sense 

in  th e  l ig h t  o f h is  own c re a t iv e  achievem ent. And i t  has r e c e n t ly  been 

dem onstrated  th a t  th e  l a s t  sen ten ce  in  t h i s  paragraph  o f Johnson’ s i s  

indeed  a very  a ccu ra te  d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  way in  which e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  

re a d e rs  made use of Dryden’ s comments on Chaucer in  th e  P reface  to  F a b le s : 

th e  t r a n s la t io n s  from Chaucer in  t h a t  volume were thought to  q u a l i fy , 

i l l u s t r a t e ,  exem plify and g ive e x t r a  w e ig h t, p o in t and resonance to  th e
2

g e n e ra l su g g es tio n s  about Chaucer which Dryden had made in  th e  P re fac e .

1 . N orth ’s Specim ens, p . 129. Joseph W arton, in  h is  e d i t io n  of Pope (1 ,179) 
a lso  remarks on D rjden’ s g e n e ra l tendency  in  h is  p rose  to  ’ so f r e 
q u en tly  c o n tra d ic t  h im se lf, and advance op in ions d ia m e tr ic a l ly  
o p p o site  to  each o th e r ’ .

2. See T,A.Mason, Dryden’s C haucer, C hapter I I ,  passim .
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Something s im ila r ,  I  s h a l l  be a rg u in g , i s  t r u e  o f h is  v a rio u s  comments 

about Ovid.

W ilson’ s and Johnson’s conuuents a l e r t  u s , I  th in k ,  to  th e  im p o rtan t 

f a c t  th a t  none of Dryden’ s many rem arks about t r a n s la t io n  in  h is  c r i t i c a l  

p rose  can q u ite  be regarded  as an e n t i r e ly  complete o r r e l i a b l e  guide to  

h is  p r a c t ic e .^  R ather th an  a f u l l y  worked-out ’th e o ry  o f t r a n s l a t i o n ’ , 

th e y  should perhaps be considered  as a s e t  o f working assum ptions about 

th e  n a tu re  of t r a n s la t io n  which became m odified  as th e  p o e t’ s ex p erien ces  

and d is c o v e r ie s  in  th e  a c t  of t r a n s la t io n  rev ea led  more of t h e i r  

im p lic a tio n s  to  him. T h e ir f u l l  s ig n if ic a n c e  th u s  on ly  becomes f u l l y  

apparen t vdien th e y  are read  in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  v e rs io n s  to  which 

th e y  r e f e r .

On h is  ovm adm ission, i t  was to  S i r  John Denham’ s c e le b ra te d  P re face  

to  The D estru c tio n  of Troy and to  h is  poem on Fanshawe’ s P a s to r  Fido th a t  

Dryden owed much of h is  i n i t i a l  c o n v ic tio n  th a t  to  a t te n p t  to  ’t r a n s l a t e

v e r b a l ly ’ , to  keep c lo se  to  th e  l i t e r a l  meaning of h is  o r ig in a l  w h ile

t r y in g  a t th e  same tim e to  w rite  p a ssa b le  E n g lish  v e rse , was w e ll-n ig h  

im p o ssib le . In  t h a t  P re fa c e , Denham had w r i t te n  ,

I  conceive i t  a v u lg a r  e r ro r  in  t r a n s la t in g  
P o e ts , to  a f f e c t  being  Fidus In te rp r e s ;  l e t  
t h a t  care  be \rLth them who d ea l in  m a tte rs  of 
F a c t, o r  m a tte rs  of F a ith ;  but whosoever aims
a t  i t  in  P o e try , as he a ttem p ts  what i s  no t
re q u ire d , so s h a l l  he never perform  t h a t  he

1 . These remarks occur in  th e  P reface  to  Ovid’s E p is t le s  ( I 68O ), th e  poem, 
To th e  E a r l o f Roscommon (1684), th e  P reface  to  Sylyae (1685), The 
C h arac te r of Po lyb ius (Ï6 9 3 ), th e  D iscourse  Concemimg S a t i r e , 
p re f ix e d  to  th e  Juvena l (1693), th e  L ife  o f Lucian (w r i t te n  I 696) , 
th e  D ed ica tion  to  th e  Aeneis (1697) and th e  P reface  to  Fables (1700).
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a t te n p ts ;  f o r  i t  i s  no t h is  busines a lone 
to  t r a n s l a t e  Language in to  Language, but Poesie  
in to  P o esie ; & Poesie i s  of so s u b t i le  a  s p i r i t ,  
t h a t  in  pouring  out of one Language in to  an o th e r , 
i t  w i l l  a l l  ev ap o ra te ; and i f  a  new s p i r i t  be 
no t added in  th e  t r a n s fu s io n ,  th e re  w i l l  rem ain 
no th in g  but a Caput mortuum, th e re  being  c e r ta in  
Graces and H appinesses p e c u l ia r  to  every  Language, 
which g ives l i f e  and energy to  th e  words: and
whosoever o f f e r s  a t  V erbal T ra n s la t io n , s h a l l  
have th e  m isfo rtune  of t h a t  young T ra v e lle r ,  
who lo s t  h is  own language abroad , and brought 
home no o th e r  in s te a d  of i t ;  f o r  th e  grace of 
th e  L a tine  w i l l  be lo s t  by being  tu rn e d  in to  
E ng lish  words; And th e  grace  of th e  E ng lish  
by being  tu rn e d  in to  th e  L a tin e  P h ra se .1

In th e  1680 P re face , Dryden e le g a n tly  p a rap h rases  and develops 

Denliam’ s arguments a g a in s t ’m etaphrase’ , bu t i s  ve ry  cau tio u s  about 

Denham’ s f u r th e r  c laim  t h a t ,  in  t r a n s la t in g  from an o th er language, a 

’new s p i r i t ’ must be ’ added in  th e  t r a n s f u s io n ’ . Dryden p o in ts  out t h a t  

t h i s  c la ii'i i s  a c tu a l ly  more fa r - re a c h in g  th a n  Denham’ s a c tu a l  t r a n s la t in g  

p r a c t ic e ,  and fe a rs  th a t  i t  might le ad  to  th a t  ’ l i b e r t i n e  way of ren d rin g  

A uthours’ in  ih ic h  th e  t r a n s l a t o r  ( i f  he s t i l l  deserves th e  name) does 

no t a ttem pt

. .  . to  T ra n s la te  [ th e  a u th o r’ s ]  w ords, o r to  be 
C onfin’d to  h is  Sense, but on ly  to  s e t  him as a 
P a tte rn , and to  w r i te ,  as he supposes, th a t  A uthor 
would have done, had he l i v ’d in  our Age, and in  
our C ountry .

(K in sley , I ,  184)

T his P re face , however epoch-making i t  seemed to  l a t e r  commentators in  

r e t r o s p e c t ,  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  a r e l a t i v e ly  c o n se rv a tiv e  and cau tio u s  pron^ounce-

1. S i r  John DenhaJJi, P o e tic a l  d o rk s , ed . T.H .Banks, J n r .  (New Haven, 1928), 
p p .159- 160 . That Dryden s t i l l  had Denham’s passage in  h is  mind in  th e  
l a t e  1690’ s i s  shown by an echo of one phrase  in  th e  P a r a l l e l  Betwixt 
P a in tin g  and Poetr:/ :

. .  .vhen th e  s p i r i t s  a re  drawn o f f ,  th e re  i s  n o th in g  bu t a 
caput mortuum.

(S c o tt ,  X V II,331)
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ment v rr itte n  a t a tim e when, as Dryden p o in ts  out n ear th e  end of th e  

p ie c e , t r a n s la t io n  was f e l t  to  be a f a i r l y  th a n k le ss  ta s k ;  and in  c laim ing  

t h a t

IF No man i s  capab le  o f T ra n s la tin g  P o e try , who 
b esid e s  a Genius to  t h a t  A r t , i s  not a M aster 
both  of h is  Authours Language, and of h is  ovrni: . . .

(K in s ley , I ,  185)

Dryden seems a t  t h i s  s tag e  to  be doing l i t t l e  more th an  s ta t in g  th e  

(ad m itted ly  im p o rtan t) t r u t h  t h a t  th e  t r a n s l a t o r  must have th e  re q u ire d  

te c h n ic a l  competence as an E n g lish  v e r s i f i e r  to  convey what he ta k e s  to  

be th e  q u a l i t i e s  of h is  o r ig in a l .  And he must convey th e se  q u a l i t i e s  

even to  a f a u l t .

By 1685, Dryden was making a l to g e th e r  b o ld e r claim s f o r  th e

t r a n s l a t o r ’ s r ig h t s .  He had concluded (alm ost h o p e fu lly ? ) a t th e  end of

th e  Ovid’ s E p is t le s  P re face , t h a t

. . . i f  a f t e r  what I  have u rg ’d , i t  be though t 
by b e t t e r  Judges th a t  th e  p ra is e  of a T ra n s la tio n  
C o n sis ts  in  adding new B eau ties  to  th e  p ie c e , 
th e re b y  to  recompence th e  lo s s  which i t  s u s ta in s  
by change of Lan.guage, I  s h a l l  be w il l in g  to  be 
ta u g h t b e t t e r ,  and to  r e c a n t .

(K in sley , I ,  186)

But by th e  Sylvae P reface  of 1685, w r i t t e n  a f t e r  having composed th e

t r a n s la t io n s  con tained  in  th a t  volume, he was ex p ress in g  h im se lf in  much

le s s  modest term s :

. . . I  have both  added and o m itted , and even sometimes 
v ery  b o ld ly  made such e x p o s it io n s  of my A uthors, as 
no Dutch Commentator w i l l  fo rg iv e  me. Perhaps, in  
such p a r t i c u la r  p a ssa g es , I  have though t t h a t  I  
d is c o v e r ’d some beau ty  y e t u n d isco v e r’d by th e se  
P edan ts, which none bu t a Poet cou’d have found .

(K in sley , I ,  390)

And he con tinues by j u s t i f y i n g ,  in  th e  p re se n t c ircu m stan ces , something which
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sounds very  l ik e  th a t  ’ l i b e r t i n e  way of re n d rin g  A uthours’ which he had 

condemned only  f iv e  y ears  p re v io u s ly  :

... where I  have ta k en  away some o f t h e i r  E x p re ss io n s , 
and cu t them s h o r te r ,  i t  may p o s s ib ly  be on t h i s  
c o n s id e ra tio n , t h a t  what was b e a u t i fu l  in  th e  Greek 
o r  L a tin , wou’d no t appear so sh in in g  in  th e  E n g lish :
And where I  have e n la rg ’d them, I  d e s ir e  th e  f a l s e  
C r i t ic k s  wou’d no t always th in k  th a t  th o se  th o u g h ts  
a re  w holly  mine, b u t t h a t  e i t h e r  th e y  a re  s e c r e t ly  
in  th e  P o e t, o r  may be f a i r l y  deduc’d from him: o r
a t  l e a s t ,  i f  both  th o se  c o n s id e ra tio n s  should  f a i l , 
t h a t  my own i s  o f a p ie c e  w ith  h i s ,  and th a t  i f  he 
were l i \d n g ,  and an Englishm an, th e y  a re  such , as 
he wou’d probab ly  have in r i t t e n .

(K in s ley , I ,  390-1)

Dryden’ s j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  th e se  new claim s a re ,  f i r s t ,  h is  co n v ic tio n  t h a t  

th e  ’Dutch com m entators’ (whom he was to  r e f e r  to  s e v e ra l  y ea rs  l a t e r ,  in

th e  D ed ica tion  to  Examen Poeticum , as ’ in  th e  g e n e ra l, heavy, g ro ss - iv itte d

Fellow s ; f i t  on ly  t o  g lo ss  on t h e i r  own d u l l  P o e ts ’ ) ,  w h ile  th e y  might 

have an en v iab le  command of th e  L a tin  and Greek languages, might be d is 

q u a l i f ie d  by t h e i r  ped an try  from p e rc e iv in g  and conveying th e  ’S p i r i t  which 

anim ates th e  w hole’ of th e  p a r t i c u l a r  poem on which th e y  a re  commentating. 

The t r a n s la t in g  p o e t, Dryden su g g e s ts , b r in g s  to  h is  t a s k ,  in  a d d itio n  to  

a knowledge of Greek and L a tin , a l i v e l y  experience  o f h is  ovm. c u l tu re .

He has worn o f f  ’th e  r u s t  which he c o n tra c te d , w h ile  he was la y in g  in  a 

s to ck  of L earn ing ’ . VJhere, in  1680, Dryden had r e a l i s e d  th a t  ’No man i s  

capable  o f T ra n s la tin g  P o e try , who b e s id e s  a Genius to  t h a t  A rt, i s  not a 

M aster both  o f h is  Authours Language, and o f h is  own’ , he has now n o tic e a b ly  

s tre n g th en e d  and extended th e  c laim  :

Thus i t  appears n e ce ssa ry  t h a t  a  Man shou’d be a 
n ic e  C r i t ic k  in  h is  M other Tongue, b e fo re  he a ttem p ts
to  T ra n s la te  a fo re ig n  Language. N e ith e r i s  i t
s u f f ic ie n t  t h a t  he be a b le  to  Judge of Words and 
S t i l e ;  bu t he must be a  M aster of them to o : He
must p e r f e c t ly  u n d erstand  h is  Authors Tongue, and 
a b so lu te ly  command h is  own; So th a t  to  be a 
thorow  T ra n s la to r ,  he must be a thorow P o e t.

(K in s ley , I ,  391-392)
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His claim  now i s  th a t  h is  a d d it io n s  to  and expansions o f th e  t e x t ,

and h is  regrounding of each o r ig in a l  in  a th o ro u g h ly  contem porary id iom ,

are  not a ’ l i b e r t i n e  way’ in  which th e  poet a r b i t r a r i l y  ta k e s  i t  upon

h im se lf ’to  add and d im in ish  id ia t [he] p le a se  [s]’ , and which i s  consequen tly
%

’ alm ost th e  c re a tio n  o f an o th er hand’ . They a re  r a th e r ,  he su g g es ts , th e

means (however p a ra d o x ica l i t  might seem) to  a deeper f i d e l i t y ,  to  th e  only

way, in  f a c t ,  in  which th e  ’S p i r i t  which anim ates th e  w hole’ in  th e  o r ig in a l

can be made d i r e c t l y  a v a ila b le  to  a  n a tiv e  E ng lish  re a d e r of p o e try .

Twelve y e a rs  l a t e r ,  in  th e  D ed ica tion  to  h is  A en eis , Dryden was to

claim  of th e  ’ om issio n s’ and ’ a d d i t io n s ’ in  th a t  t r a n s l a t i o n  :

. . .  th e  om issions I  hope, a re  but of C ircum stances, 
and such as wou’d have no g race  in  E n g lish ; and 
th e  A d d itio n s , I  a lso  hope, a re  e a s i ly  deduc’d 
from V i r g i l ’ s Sense. They v r i l l  seem (a t  l e a s t  
I  have th e  V anity  to  th in k  s o ,)  no t s tu ck  in to  
him, bu t growing out o f him.

(K in sley , I I I ,  1054)

And th roughou t th e  l a t e r  p re fa c e s , he re p e a te d ly  s t r e s s e s  h is  need and

r ig h t  (w hatever may be th e  o b je c tio n s  from o th e rs , and h is  oim re s e rv a tio n s

in  doing so) to  ren d e r each au th o r in  th e  conlcm porary idom; th e  advan tages,

in  term s of conveying th e  experience  and p le a su re  o f th e  o r ig in a l ,  always

outweigh h is  in h ib i t io n s  :

We make our Authour a t  l e a s t  appear in  Poétique 
D ress. We have a c tu a l ly  made him more Sounding, 
and more E leg an t, th an  he was be fo re  in  E ng lish  :
And have endeavour’d to  make him. speaJc th a t  kind 
o f E n g lish , which he wou’d have spoken had he 
l i v ’d in  England, and had W ritten  to  t h i s  Age.
I f  sometimes any o f us (and ’t i s  but seldome) 
make him express th e  Customs and Manners of our 
N ative  Country, r a th e r  th a n  of Rome ; ’t i s ,

1 . K insley , I ,  164.
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e i th e r  when th e re  was some k ind  of Analogy 
b e tw ix t t h e i r  Customes and o u rs ; o r when, 
to  make him more easy  to  V ulgar U nderstand ings, 
we gave him th o se  Manners which a re  f a m il ia r  
to  u s . But I  defend n o t t h i s  In n o v a tio n , ’t i s  
enough i f  I  can excuse i t .  For to  speak 
s in c e re ly ,  th e  Manners of N ations and Ages, 
a re  n o t to  be confounded: We shou’d e i th e r
make them E n g lish , o r  le av e  them Roman. I f  
t h i s  can n e i th e r  be defended, no r excus’d , l e t  
i t  be pardon’d , a t  l e a s t ,  because i t  i s  
acknowledg’d; and so much th e  more e a s i ly ,  
as being  a f a u l t  which i s  never committed 
w ithou t some P le a su re  t o  th e  Reader.

(K in sley , I I ,  669-670)

The l a t e r  p re fa c e s  a lso  show Dryden claDmLng to  have d isco v e red  a p a r t i c u la r

k in sh ip  o r s p i r i t u a l  a f f i n i t y  between h im se lf and each of h is  chosen

o r ig in a l s .  In  h is  Essay of T ra n s la te d  V erse, th e  E a r l o f Roscommon had

o ffe re d  t h i s  adv ice  to  th e  p ro sp e c tiv e  t r a n s l a t o r  :

Then^ seek a Poet who your way do’ s bend.
And chuse an Author as you chuse a  F r ie n d .
U nited by t h i s  Gym pathetick Bond 
You grow F a m ilia r , In tim a te  and Fond;
Your th o u g h ts , you r W ords, your S t i l e s , your Souls a g re e .
No Longer h is  I n t e r p r e t e r , bu t H e .l

In  th e  P reface  to  Sylvae Dryden had spoken of h is  having  chosen to

t r a n s l a t e  ( a c tu a l ly  under th e  in f lu e n c e  of Roscommon’ s E ssay) ’ some p a r ts

of ["Lucretius and Horace J which had most a f fe c te d  [him ] in  th e  re a d in g ’

In  th e  D ed ica tion  to  Examen Poeticum  he went f u r th e r ,  c laim ing  th a t  h is

su ccess in  t r a n s la t in g  Ovid was perhaps due to  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  L a tin

poet was ’more accord ing  to  h is  G enius’ th a n  any poet he had y e t

t r a n s la t e d ,  and, both  in  a p r iv a te  l e t t e r  to  th e  E a r l of H a lifa x  w r i t te n

in  1699 and in  th e  P reface  to  h is  l a s t  volume, th e  F a b le s , he makes a
3

s im ila r  c laim  about Homer. About h is  k in sh ip  w ith  Chaucer, and th e

1 . Wentworth D illo n , E a r l of Roscommon, An Essay on T ra n s la te d  Verse 
(2nd e d . ,  London, 1685), p .7

2 . K in s ley , I ,  390.
3 . K in s ley , I I ,  795; Ward, L e t t e r s , p .121; K in sley , IV, 1448.
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l i b e r t y  which, he f e l t ,  i t  allow ed him w h ile  t r a n s l a t i n g ,  he went y e t

f u r th e r  s t i l l  :

I  have presum’d f a r th e r  in  some P la c e s , and added 
somewhat o f my own where I  th o u g h t my Author was 
d e f ic ie n t ,  and had not g iven  h is  Thoughts t h e i r  
t r u e  L u s tre , ...A n d  to  t h i s  I  was th e  more 
embolden’d , because ( i f  I  may be p e rm itte d  to
say i t  of my s e l f )  I  found I  had a Soul
congen ia l to  h i s ,  and th a t  I  had been
conversant in  th e  same S tu d ie s .

(K in s ley , IV, 1457)

Dryden, th e n , has moved, in  th e  course  o f h is  comments on th e

su b je c t between 1680 and 1700, from speaking  i n i t i a l l y  o f th e  t r a n s l a t o r ’s

need f o r  a competent g rasp  on th e  language and in d iv id u a tin g  s ty le  of

h is  o r ig in a ls ,  to  claim ing a s p e c ia l  love  f o r  th e  poems he has h im se lf

t r a n s la t e d ,  th en  a s p e c ia l  a f f i n i t y  w ith  t h e i r  a u th o rs , and f i n a l l y

what amounts to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  id e n t i ty  o r  fu s io n  of th e  k ind  d e s id e ra te d

by Roscommon.^ E a r l i e r  in  th e  P reface  to  F a b le s , he had r e c o lle c te d

(alm ost as an ’ a s id e ’ ) w hile d e sc r ib in g  th e  ’l i n e a l  d e sc e n ts ’ o f  E ng lish

p o e ts , S p en ser’s d e s c r ip t io n  of Chaucer’ s in f lu e n c e  in  h is  own ivork as

a k ind  o f metempsychosis :

M i t  on ivas th e  P o e tic a l  Son o f S p en cer, and
Mr. W aller of F a ir f a x ; fo r  we have our L in ea l
D escents and C lans, as w e ll as o th e r  F am ilies :
Spencer more th a n  once in s in u a te s ,  th a t  th e  
Soul of Chaucer was t r a n s f u s ’d in to  h is  Body; 
and th a t  he was b eg o tten  by him Two hundred 
y ea rs  a f t e r  h is  Decease.

(K in s ley , IV, 1445)

L a te r  in  th e  e ig h te en th  cen tu ry , A lexander T y t le r ,  a b e l l e - l e t t r i s t

1. In  th e  D iscourse  Concerning S a t i r e  (K in s ley , I I ,  633) Dryden had 
w r i t te n  th a t  Ennius ’h im se lf b e l ie v ’d , acco rd ing  to  th e  P ith ag o rean  
O pinion, th a t  th e  Soul o f Homer was t r a n s f u s ’d in to  him’ . As 
T .R . S te in e r  p o in ts  out in  h is  E n g lish  T ra n s la tio n  T heory, Chapman 
and D’A blancourt had both  used th e  m etaphor of metempsychosis fo r  
th e  p ro cess  of t r a n s la t io n .  S ir  John Denham, in  h is  poem ’On Mr. 
Abraham Cowley’s D eath, and B u ria l Amongst th e  A ncient P o e ts ’ had 
a lso  used i t .
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commentator on t r a n s la t io n ,  and a se lf -p ro c la im e d  adm irer of Dryden, 

w rote :

H o w ...sh a ll  a t r a n s l a t o r  accom plish th e  
d i f f i c u l t  union of ease w ith  f i d e l i t y ?  To 
use a bold  e x p re ss io n , he must adopt th e  very
so u l of h is  a u th o r , which must speak th rough
h is  oivn o rgans. 1

Though th e  m etaphor of m etempsychosis had o c c a s io n a lly  been used by 

e a r l i e r  w r i te r s  on t r a n s l a t i o n ,  we m igh t, I  th in k , reaso n ab ly  sp ec u la te  

t h a t  T y t le r  had been g iven  th e  confidence  to  use h is  ’bo ld  e x p re ss io n ’ 

by th e  e x tra  resonance and c o n v ic tio n  which Dryden had given  to  th e se  

p a r t i c u la r  m etaphors a t  th e  end o f h is  l i f e .  I t  i s  a  su b je c t to  which 

we s h a l l  r e tu rn  in  th e  l a s t  c h a p te r .

Dryden’ s harsh  words about th e  Dutch pedan ts  and h is  in c re a s in g

fe e l in g  of th e  need fo r  ’ sympathy, perhaps even id e n t i f i c a t i o n ’ between

th e  t r a n s l a t o r  and h is  o r ig in a l  as th e  only  f a c to r  which would r e a l ly

ensure  an adequate re n d e rin g , should  n o t, however, le ad  us to  suppose
2

t h a t  he worked on th e  v e rs io n s  in  a c a su a l o r ^ s c h o l a r l y  way.

Another p iece  of advice which Roscommon had given  th e  p ro sp e c tiv e

t r a n s l a t o r  had been t h i s  :

Take p a in s  th e  genuine Meaning to  ex p lo re .
T hereSweat, th e re  S t r a i n , tu g  th e  la b o rio u s  O ar:
Search ev ’ry  Comment, t h a t  your Care can f in d .
Some h e re , some th e r e ,  may h i t  th e  Poets Mind ;3

Modern s c h o la rsh ip  has done much to  re v e a l ju s t  how e x h au s tiv e ly

and m inu te ly  Dryden ’re se a rc h e d ’ each one o f h is  t r a n s la t io n s ,  c o lle c t in g

(o r  co n su ltin g ) and making use o f n o t on ly  th e  a v a ila b le  s c h o la r ly  e d it io n s

1 . T y t le r ,  Essay on T r a n s la t io n , p . 114.

2. See T .R .S te in e r , E n g lish  T ra n s la t io n  Theory, p . 57.
3 . Roscommon, E ssay  on T ran s la ted  V erse , p . 12.
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of each au th o r o r poem th a t  he was c u r re n tly  working on, but a lso  e a r l i e r  

(sometimes q u ite  obscu re , and sometimes even a s-y e t-u n p u b lish e d ) E n g lish  

v e rs io n s  o f h is  o r ig in a l s ,  as w e ll  as c o n tin e n ta l  b u rle sq u e s , a l l e g o r iz -  

a t io n s ,  and even e n g rav in g s .^  As w e ll as ren d e rin g  i t s  ’ s p i r i t ’ , he saw

1 . On t h i s  s u b je c t ,  see J.McG. B o ttk o l, ’Dryden’ s L a tin  S c h o la rsh ip ’ ,
40 (1943)f 241-254; H.M.Hooker, ’Dryden’ s G eorgies and E n g lish  
P red e c esso rs ’ HLQ„ 9 (1945-6), 273-310; L .P ro u d fo o t, Dryden’ s ’Aeneid’ 
and i t s  Seven teen th  C entury P redecesso rs  (M anchester, I9 6 0 ); Antoine 
C u l io l i ,  Dryden, T rad u c teu r e t  A dap ta teu r de Chaucer e t  de Boccacce 
(Unpublished Thèse, Sorbonne, I9 6 0 ); N.A u stin , ’T ra n s la tio n  as 
Baptism  ; Dryden’ s L u c re t iu s ’ , A rio n , 7 (1968), 576-602; M.E.Boddy, 
’The M anuscripts and P r in te d  E d itio n s  o f th e  T ra n s la tio n  o f V irg il  
made by R ichard M aitland , Fourth  E a r l  o f L auderdale , and th e  
Connection vmth Dryden’ , 12 (1965), 144-150; S .G e re v in i,
Dryden e T e o c rito  (M ilan, 1966); Arvid Lj^snes, ’Dryden’s Aeneis 
and th e  Delphin V i r g i l ’ , The Hidden Sense and O ther E ssay s , Non-ægian 
S tu d ies  in  E n g lish , 9 (O slo] 1963), p p .113-157; H.A.Mason, ’Dryden’ s 
Dream of H appiness’ , Cambridge Q u a r te r ly , 8 (1978), 11-55;
R .Selden , ’ Juvenal and R e s to ra tio n  Modes o f T ra n s la t io n ’ , MUL,
68 (1973), 481-493; M .Bernard, Dir/'den’ s A eneid; T.A.Mason, D ryderJs 
Chaucer; R.E.Sowerby, Dryden and Homer (Unpublished PhD Disx, 
U n iv e rs ity  of Cambridge, 1975); J .A . Van d e r  W elle , Dryden and 
H olland (Groningen, 1962); John C halker, The E ng lish  G éorgie 
(London, 1969). A d d itio n a l in d iv id u a l  borrow ings a re  noted  by 
Dryden’ s e d i to r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  Noyes, K in sley  and C a l ifo rn ia .
I  have been ab le  to  add a l i t t l e  to  our knowledge of th e  m a te r ia ls  
used by Dryden idien working on th e  Ovid v e rs io n s  in  th e  fo llow ing  
a r t i c l e s  : ’An Echo of La F on ta ine  in  Dryden’ s Baucis and
Philem on’ , N.Q. ,  20 (1973), 178-9; ’Two H ith e r to  Unrecorded 
Sources f o r  D r ^ e n ’ s Ovid T r a n s la t io n s ’ , ^ . ,  21 (1974), 419-21; 
’Dryden’s Cave of S leep  and G a rth ’ s D isp en sary ’ , HQ., 23 (1976),
243-6; ’Dryden’ s Baucis and Philem on’ , GL., 28 (1976), 135-143;
’Dryden and th e  Two E d itio n s  of Sandys’ Ovid’ , 23 (1976),
552-554; ’Dryden’ s Use of Thomas Heywood’ s T ro ia  B r i ta n ic a ’ ,
N.Q., 24 (1977), 218-219; ’Dryden’ s Borrowings from a Poem by 
h is  Son C h arle s ’ , N g., 25 (1978), 31 -2 .
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i t  h is  duty  (as has o f te n  been observed) t o  e x p lic a te  and e lu c id a te  h is  

o r ig in a l  a t  a  lo c a l  l e v e l  f o r  re a d e rs  fo r  idiom th e  re fe re n c e s  o r 

im p lic a tio n s  of th e  t e x t  might seem ob scu re , and i t  i s  a t  th e se  moments 

th a t  we can q u ite  o f te n  see ( p a r t i c u la r ly  in  th e  case o f more d i f f i c u l t  

au th o rs )  p re c is e ly  what ’a id s ’ he made use  o f . In  th e  cases  o f Chaucer, 

f o r  example, he f r e q u e n tly  had to  c l a r i f y  a t e x t  which ( in  th e  form in  

which he read  i t )  i t s e l f  on ly  made i-Tç>erfect sen se , and in  th e  case  of 

c e r ta in  c l a s s i c a l  au th o rs  he o fte n  had to  re so lv e  d isp u te d  t e x tu a l  re a d in g s , 

m ostly  vd-th th e  h e lp  o f com m entators, bu t o c c a s io n a lly  (a s  he p o in ts  out 

h im se lf)  from  h is  own re s o u rc e s .^  Congreve, no mean C la s s ic a l  s c h o la r  

h im se lf , complimented Dryden on having  c l a r i f i e d  th e  o b s c u r i t ie s  o f th e  

s a t i r i s t  P e rs iu s  v i r t u a l l y  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e .

In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  however, though he was p robab ly  more thorough 

and c e r ta in ly  made more c re a t iv e  use of t h i s  m a te r ia l  th a n  most of h is  

contera[)oraries and su ccesso rs  (always excep ting  Pope), h is  working 

method was q u ite  s im i la r  to  th a t  of th e  m inor t r a n s l a t o r s  of h is  day.

We f in d ,  f o r  example, t h a t  th e  alm ost unknown t r a n s l a t o r  S tephen Harvey, 

who rendered  Ovid’ s s to ry  o f B yb lis  f o r  The Annual M iscellany  o f 1694, 

had c a r e fu l ly  scanned h is  E ng lish  p red ecesso rs  f o r  rhymes and p h rases 

which he could ixiake more t e l l i n g  and f e l i c i t o u s  in  t h e i r  new c o n tex t, 

and had dravm not on ly  on Sandys’ v e rs io n , bu t on th e  s e p a ra te  ren d e rin g s  

o f th e  ep isode by Oldham ( l6 8 l)  and Dennis (1692), in  much th e  same way

1 . The problem  o f th e  Chaucer t e x t s  was noted by John W ilson as e a r ly
as 1845; th e  su b je c t i s  t r e a te d  f u l l y  by T.A.Mason, Dryden’ s C haucer, 
C hapter 4 . See a lso  th e  D ed ica tio n  to  th e  Aeneis (K in sley , I I I ,  1050) ; 

. . . I  have forsalcen Ruaeus, (whom g e n e ra lly  I  fo llo w ) 
in  many p la c e s , and made E x p o sitio n s  of ray own in  
some, q u ite  c o n tra ry  t o  him.
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as Dryden employed when composing h is  v e rs io n s .

But Dryden’ s t r a n s la t in g  ’method’ involved  more th a n  a  d is c e rn in g  

d i s t i l l a t i o n  o f what was most u s e fu l to  him in  co u n tle ss  t r a n s l a t o r -  and 

s c h o la r -  p re d e ce sso rs . As he re v e a ls  in  th e  P reface  to  Fables (w ith  a 

re la x ed  nonchalance c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f t h a t  p ie c e ) ,  h is  mind had come 

in  h is  l a t e r  y ea rs  to  move f l u i d ly  from one o r ig in a l  to  a n o th e r , see in g  

them in  v a rio u s  complementary and c o n tra s t in g  l i g h t s ,  and re c o g n is in g  

and r e l i s h in g  t h e i r  k in sh ip s  and d i f f e r e n c e s .  In  th e  manner t h a t  

T .S .E lio t  was to  d e sc r ib e  in  a famous paragraph  in  ’T ra d it io n  and th e  

In d iv id u a l T a len t ’ , Dryden was now c o n tin u a lly  m odifying h is  p a s t  

experien ces  o f l i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  l i g h t  o f new read in g , and new 

r e f le c t io n  on th a t  re ad in g .

In  a d d itio n  to  making th e se  connections between h is  v a rio u s  

o r ig in a l s ,  th e  very  a c t o f t r a n s la t in g  seems to  have in c re a s in g ly  

con fron ted  him vri.th a s e r ie s  of resem blances and connections between 

th e  o r ig in a l  on which he was working a t  t h a t  moment and o th e r , q u ite  

d i f f e r e n t ,  works of l i t e r a t u r e  which he adm ired. We s h a l l  see  many 

examples of t h i s  in  th e  ch ap te rs  which fo llo w . These a l lu s io n s  ( i f  

th e y  can q u ite  be c a l le d  th a t )  to  o th e r  a reas  o f Dryden’s re a d in g  and to  

fe a tu re s  of h is  ovm contem porary w orld show th a t  t r a n s la t io n  was f o r  him 

not a  s e p a ra te , w a te r t ig h t ,  a c t i v i t y  bu t one which drew, however 

in d i r e c t ly ,  on a wide range of th e  b e l i e f s ,  co n v ic tio n s  and in s ig h ts  

which he had developed from a  l i f e t im e ’ s experience  and re a d in g . I t  

was, t h a t  i s ,  an o rgan ic  p a r t  of h is  c re a t iv e  l i f e .
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( i i i )  Is  Verse T ra n s la tio n  P o ss ib le?

L a te r  com m entators, however, have sometimes been s c e p t ic a l  about 

th e  k inds of c laim  which Dryden, and h is  contem poraries and immediate 

su cc e sso rs , made f o r  h is  achievem ents as a  t r a n s l a t o r .  I t  v r i l l  

consequen tly  be n ecessa ry  to  pause f o r  a moment a t t h i s  p o in t to  

examine th e  n a tu re  and causes of t h i s  sce p tic ism , and to  enqu ire  in  

which ways, i f  any, i t  i s  j u s t i f i e d .  Such an exam ination w i l l  a ls o , 

o f n e c e s s i ty , invo lve  some b r i e f  c o n s id e ra tio n , in  more g e n e ra l te rm s, 

of th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  of v e rse  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  and th e  problem s which th a t  

a c t i v i t y  e n ta i l s  a t  any tim e .

The o b je c tio n s  to  Dryden’ s t r a n s la t io n s  can, I  th in k ,  be

c la s s i f i e d  under th re e  broad head s . F i r s t ,  th e re  a re  th o se  commentators

who have judged t h a t ,  w hatever th e  m e rits  of th e  t r a n s la t io n s  as E ng lish

poems (and h e re  op in ions d i f f e r  q u ite  w id e ly ), th e y  cannot p ro p e rly  be

considered  ’t r a n s l a t i o n s ’ a t  a l l  because of th e  e x ten t to  which Dryden

has imposed h is  own s e n s ib i l i t y ,  and th a t  of h is  age, on h is  o r ig in a ls ,

r e -w r i t te n  them, as i t  w ere, in  h is  ovm image and th a t  of h is

con tem poraries , even in c o rp o ra tin g  a n a c h ro n is tic  a l lu s io n s  to  h is  ovm

l i f e  and tim e s . The V ic to rian  v /r i te r  C harles S tu a r t  C a lv erley , fo r

example, w ro te , in  an essay  on V i r g i l ’ s Aeneid :

Dryden was a g re a t p o e t, bu t no t a t r a n s l a t o r  
a t  a l l .  H is ’V i r g i l ’ i s  in  no sense V ir g i l ,  
bu t Dryden sim p ly .^

1. C .S .C a lv erley , Complete Works (London, 1905), p . 50?. W illiam  F ro s t ,  
in  h is  Dryden and th e  A rt of T ra n s la tio n  (Hew Haven, 1955), p . 59, 
quotes R .C .T revelyan’ s even h a rsh e r  judgement of Dryden’ s t r a n s 
l a t io n s  from L u c re tiu s : . . .  ’ in to le r a b le  t r a v e s t i e s ,  devoid of 
alm ost ev ery th in g  th a t  g iv es  th e  o r ig in a l  poems t h e i r  g re a tn e s s  and 
in d iv id u a l  charm’ . A.E.Housman’ s fanous d ism is sa l o f Dryden’ s Chaucer 
v e rs io n s  in  h is  1933 L e s lie  Stephen le c tu r e  ’The Name and N ature of 
P oetry ! can be found in  h is  S e le c ted  P ro se , e d .J .C a r te r  (Cambridge, 1961) 
p p .179-382.



35

In 1923, P ro fesso r A llardyce K ico ll was maJcing a s u b s ta n t ia l ly  s im ila r

po in t in  h is  l i t t l e  book fo r  beginners on Dryden and h is  P o e try :

Ue h a v e . . .  to  accept th ese  t r a n s la t io n s  as they  
a re , x-.dth a l l  t h e i r  shortcom ings. We have to  
read them as we read Pope’ s ’’I l i a d ” , not as an 
att&iipt to  render f a i th f u l ly  th e  s p i r i t  of th e  
o r ig in a l ,  but as an endeavour to  p re sen t th e  
o r ig in a l  in  such a form th a t  i t  should appeal 
to  a p a r tic u la r ' a g e .l

In th e  Clark Lectures which he gave a t Cambridge in  1950, P ro fesso r

Lavid llich o l Gmith made a claim  which, l ik e  P ro fesso r N ic o ll’ s , i s

almoob d ia m e tr ic a lly  opposed to  t i ia t  which, as we have seen , Drpden

freq u e n tly  made in  h is  own p re faces  ;

Dryden’s V irg il i s  not V irg il ia n , i f  only because 
he has in fused  h is  own s p i r i t  in to  i t —  But 
[a  s p i r i te d  t r a n s la t io n  ] i s  not what the  c la s s ic a l  
sch o la r expects; and th e  c la s s ic a l  sch o la r who 
coi.nends Dryden’s V irg il ,  o r Pope’ s Homer i s  
not e a s i ly  found .2

And a recen t review er oT a book on ’The H eo-G lassical B pic’ has

s im ila r ly  described  Pope and Dryden as ’ try in g  to  f i t  Homer and V irg il

in to  a n e o -c la s s ic a l  monoid’ and ’d i s t o r t [ i n g ]   th e  s ty le  of V irg il

and Homer to  conform to  n e o -c la s s ic a l  ru le s  about d ic t io n ’ thus producing

v ers io n s  which are  ’ in accu ra te  as t r a n s la t io n s ’ .^

h e re  as th e  e a r ly  e le g i s t s ,  as we have seen , had claiiued th a t

Dryden had ’tra n s p la n te d ’ th e  C la ss ic s  in  ’monumental, e v e r la s tin g  V erse’

aid  Dryden h in s e l f  ( fo r  a l l  h is  use of the  Dutch commentators) had claimed

a su p e rio r in s ig h t to  th e i r s  in to  th e  p o e tic  l i f e  of h is  o r ig in a ls ,  and

1. A llardyce H ic o ll, Dryden and h is  Poetry  (London, 1923), p p .103-4.
2. D .hicliol dm ith, John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), p .70.

3 . T .J .d in n i f r i th  in  H^O., 21 (1974), 280.
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whereas Pope had confessed  h im se lf t c  be ’one who v a lu es  th e  A u th o rity  

of one t r u e  Poet above th a t  of tw enty  C r i t ic s  or Commentators’ , th e  

fo u r  l a t e r  c r i t i c s  a l l  assume th a t  i t  i s  th e  C la s s ic a l  s c h o la rs  who 

can e s ta b l is h  f o r  us d e f in i t iv e ly  th e  q u a l i ty  and c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  of 

each o r ig in a l ,  and th a t  we can th en  use th a t  account to  judge th e  

success (o r  o therw ise) of any t r a n s l a t o r ’ s e f f o r t s .^  In  h is  le c tu r e s  

On T ra n s la tin g  Homer, Matthew Arnold made t h i s  assum ption q u ite  e x p l ic i t

[The t r a n s l a t o r  of HomerJ i s  to  t r y  to  s a t i s f y  
s c h o la r s , because s c h o la rs  a lone have th e  
means of r e a l ly  judg ing  him. A s c h o la r  may 
be a ped an t, i t  i s  t r u e ,  and th en  h is  
judgement w i l l  be w o rth le s s ; bu t a s c h o la r  
may a lso  have p o e t ic a l  f e e l in g ,  and th en  can 
judge h in  t r u l y ;  whereas a l l  th e  p o e t ic a l
f e e l in g  in  th e  w orld w i l l  not enab le  a man
who i s  no t a s c h o la r  to  judge him t r u l y .
For th e  t r a n s l a t o r  i s  to  reproduce Homer, 
and th e  s c h o la r  a lone has th e  means of  ̂
knowing th a t  Homer who i s  to  be reproduced.*”

The second main l in e  of o b je c tio n  to  Dryden’s t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  o r

r a th e r  to  v e rse  t r a n s la t io n  g e n e ra lly , i s  n e a t ly  ep itom ised  in  th e

fo llo im ng  (anonymous) c o n tr ib u tio n  to  The Gentlem an’s Magazine f o r

November 1770 :

They who have th e  m isfo rtu n e  to  know th e  an c ien t 
w r i te r s  only  by t h e i r  t r a n s la t io n s  a re  a s to n ish ed  
a t th e  ra p tu re  w ith  which sc h o la rs  re p e a t and t a l k  
of them; but th e  wonder of th e se  gentlem en would 
cease , o r be much le s s e n e d , i f  th ey  would r e f l e c t  
a l i t t l e  on th e  n a tu re  of f in e  w r i t in g .  Let them 
ta k e  one of t h e i r  most admired passages in  an

1. Pope, C orrespondence, ed. Sherburn , I ,  44. Pope co n tinues
But th o ’ I  speak th u s  of Commentators, I  
v / i l l  continue to  read  c a r e fu l ly  a l l  I  can 
p ro c u re , t o  malce up, th a t  way, f o r  my own 
want of a C r i t i c a l  und ers tan d in g  in  th e  
o r ig in a l  B eau ties  of Homer.

2 . Matthew Arnold, ’On T ra n s la tin g  Homer : L ectu re  I I ’ , E ssays (Oxford^
1914), p . 264 .
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E n g lish  au th o r, and endeavour to  pu t i t  in to  
o th e r  woixis o f t h e i r  own  ̂ They w i l l  th en  see 
t h a t  th e  charm i s  incom i^cable in  any woi*ds 
bu t th o se  in  which i t  was conceived. Change 
them f o r  synonymous ones, and we s h a l l  wonder 
what i s  become o f th e  enchantm ent, o r  how i t  
was p o s s ib le  th e y  could ever g ive us th a t  
e x q u is i te  d e l ig h t .  A t r a n s la t io n  o f a f in e  
poem, never niakes a f in e  poem; . . . ^

Here we have an e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  o b je c tio n  to  t r a n s la t io n  which r e s t s

on th e  p r in c ip le  ( f a m il ia r  to  us from i t s  c e le b ra te d  l a t e r  fom ula tions

by C o leridge , A .C .Bradley and, in  our oxvn day, D.W.Harding) t h a t  con ten t

and ex p ress io n  in  a poem are  in d iv i s ib l e ,  th a t  th e  p a r t i c u la r  wording of

a poem ’ i s ’ th e  poem’ s meaning, and th u s  a poem i s  unparaphrasab le  and
2

i r r e p l a c e a b l e .  This concep tion  of p o e try  seems, a t f i r s t  s ig h t ,  q u ite  

incom patib le  w ith , say , Denham’s m etaphor of speech being ’th e  ap p a re l 

o f our th o u g h ts ’ (which Dryden took up in  h is  1680 P re fac e , c a l l in g  

speech ’th e  Image and Ornanent o f . . . t h o u g h t ’ , and th e  words of h is
3

o r ig in a l  ’th e  more outward Ornaments’ j .  Denham’ s and Dryden’ s 

d e s c r ip t io n  in  t h e i r  p rose  of th e  r e l a t io n  of ex p ress io n  to  though t in  

a poem (and th e  consequent p o s s i b i l i t y  of th a t  poem’s being  t r a n s la te d )  

might seem a t  f i r s t  s ig h t  a l l -  to o -  consonant w ith  Dryden’ s p ra c t ic e  in  

A ll fo r  Love as i t  i s  d e sc rib ed  by Dr. Leav is  ;

1 . Gentlem an’s M agazine, 40 (1770), 510-511.

2. See S .T .C o le rid g e , B iograph ia  L i t e r a r i a , ed . J.Shaw cross (2 v o l s . ,  
Oxford, 1907) ,  I ,  15; A .C .B radley , Oxford L ec tu res  on P o e tiy  (1909; 
r p t .  London, 1926) p p .15-27, 172-3; D.W.Harding, ’A spects o f th e  
P oetry  of Isa ac  R osenberg’ , E xperience in to  Words (1963; r p t .  Haimond- 
sw orth , 1974) ,  p . 99 .

3 . K in sley , I ,  185. Compare Dryden’s d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  p o e t ic a l  p rocess 
in  th e  D ed ica to ry  L e tte r  to  Annus M ira b il is  (K insley , I ,  4 6 -7 ) .
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I t  i s  not p o e try , in  th e  sense th a t  i t  i s  no t 
th e  p roduct of a r e a l i s in g  im ag in a tio n  working 
from w ith in  a deep ly  and m inu te ly  f e l t  theme.
Dryden i s  a h ig h ly  s k i l le d  c ra ftsm an , working 
a t h is  job  from th e  o u ts id e .]

The le ad in g  charges of t h i s  second o b je c tio n  to  Dryden’ s t r a n s la t io n s ,  

th e n ^ a re , one, th a t  a poem i s  a  unique s t ru c tu re  of words which cannot 

be rendered  in  any o th e r , two, i t  i s  o n ly - to o - c h a r a c te r is t ic  of ’neo

c la s s ic a l*  l i t e r a r y  th e o ry  and p r a c t ic e  -  in  which ’form ’ and ’ c o n te n t’ 

a re  seen , m is tak en ly , as sep a rab le  e n t i t i e s  -  to  f a i l  to  reco g n ise  th a t  

f a c t .

The th i r d  main l in e  of o b je c tio n  to  h o ld ing  a h igh  e s tim a tio n  

o f Dryden’ s t r a n s la t io n s  could be put in  th e  form of a q u e s tio n : Thcugli

se v e n te en th -ce n tu ry  w r i te r s  on th e  su b je c t (Dryden not l e a s t  among them) 

c o n s ta n tly  speak of th e  n e c e s s i ty  to  produce a v e rs io n  which must be 

(beyond almost every  o th e r  c o n s id e ra tio n )  a f in is h e d  E ng lish  poem in  i t s  

own r ig h t  w ith  th e  independent c a p a c ity  to  p le a se  and move i t s  re a d e rs , 

how i s  th i s  l i k e ly  or even p o ss ib le  when th e  t r a n s l a t o r  i s  so t i g h t l y  

t i e d  to  th e  a p ro n -s tr in g s  of an o th er poem, no t of h is  own making? Hov/ 

could such a poem be a f u l l  ex p re ss io n  of th e  t r a n s l a t o r ’s own a r t i s t i c  

p e r s o n a l i ty  as w e ll as a f a i t h f u l  ren d e rin g  o f i t s  o r ig in a l?

Dryden him Self f e l t  th e  fo rc e  of t h i s  argum ent, as he re v e a ls  in

th e  D edication  to  h is  Aeneig ( th e  on ly  one of h is  v e rse  t r a n s la t io n s  which

he ever w rite s  about as i f  i t  had been d ru d g ery ):

. . . s l a v e s  we a re ;  and lab o u r on an o th er man’ s 
P la n ta tio n ; we d re s s  th e  V ine-yard , bu t th e  Wine 
i s  th e  Oi-mers : I f  th e  S o il  be sometimes B arren ,
th e n  we a re  su re  of b e in g sco u rg ’d : I f  i t  be
f r u i t f u l ,  and our Care succeeds, we a re  no t th a n k ’d; 
f o r  th e  proud Reader w i l l  on ly  say, th e  poor drudge

1 . The L iving P r in c ip le , p .151.
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has done h is  d u ty . But t h i s  i s  n o th ing  to  
what fo llo w s; f o r  being  o b l ig ’d to  make h is  
Sense i n t e l l i g i b l e , we a re  f o r c ’d to  untune 
our own V erses, t h a t  we may g ive meaning to  
th e  R eader. He who In v en ts  i s  M aster of h is  
Thoughts and Words: He can tu r n  and vary  them
as he p le a s e s , ’t i l l  he ren d e rs  them harm onious.
But th e  w retched T ra n s la to r  has no such p r iv i le d g e :
For being  t y ’d to  th e  Thoughts, he must make what 
Musick he can in  th e  E x p ress io n . And f o r  t h i s  
reason  i t  cannot always be so sweet as th a t  o f 
th e  O rig in a l.

(K insley , I I I ,  1058)

The o b je c tio n s  to  Dryden’ s t r a n s la t in g  e n te r p r i s e ,  th e n , can be 

summarised as fo llow s : Dryden’ s v e rs io n s , judged by s c h o la rs  w ith  d i r e c t

access to  t h e i r  o r ig in a l s ,  can be seen  to  be narrow ly  o f t h e i r  tim e , 

modish u p d a tin g s  r a th e r  th an  th e  f a i t h f u l  ren d e rin g s  which th e  poe t and 

h is  adm irers claim ed th e y  w ere. T h e ir whole concep tion  r e s t s  on 

f a l l a c i e s  about th e  n a tu re  of p o e tic  language which Dryden shared  w ith  

o th e r  ’n e o c la s s ic a l*  w r i te r s ,  f a l l a c i e s  about th e  s e p a r a b i l i ty  of form 

and co n ten t in  a poem which one might expect from an age which f a i l e d  to  

make any adequate d i s t in c t io n s  between th e  language o f v e rse  and th a t  of 

p ro se . T h e ir am bition , to  make a f in is h e d  and s e l f - v a l id a t in g  E n g lish  

poem from an o r ig in a l  in  an o th er language was th u s  doomed to  f a i l u r e  from 

th e  s t a r t .

I t  rem ains, now, to  in v e s t ig a te  w hether th e se  o b je c tio n s  do in  

f a c t  c o n s t i tu te  th e  overwhelming case a g a in s t  bo th  th e  p r in c ip le s  and 

p r a c t ic e  of Dryden’s t r a n s la t io n s  which th e y  m ight a t f i r s t  s ig h t  seem 

to  do. In  a ttem p tin g  such an in v e s t ig a t io n ,  I  s h a l l  su g g es t, f i r s t ,  th a t  

Dryden’ s n o tio n  of ’th e  S p i r i t  which anim ates th e  w hole’ ( th e  elem ent 

which, he th o u g h t, th e  t r a n s l a t o r  should  t r y  to  cap tu re  in  h is  v e rs io n  

above a l l  o th e rs )  i s  n o t ,  in  f a c t ,  m erely  a ’n e o c la s s ic a l ’ concep t, i s  n o t, 

in  f a c t ,  so incom patib le  w ith  our own h a b itu a l  ways o f d is c u s s in g  and
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th in k in g  of p o e try  as i t  m ight a t  f i r s t  seem. Secondly, I  s h a l l  suggest 

t h a t  modem c r i t ic i s m  has reminded us o f some im portan t c o n d itio n s  which 

a re  invo lved  in  th e  read in g  of p o e try , and which a f f e c t  th e  way in  which 

any l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t  can be s a id  to  l iv e  in  th e  p re s e n t .  These 

in s ig h t s ,  I  th in k ,  make Dryden’s p r in c ip le s  and p ra c t ic e  as a  t r a n s l a t o r  

appear to  r e s t  on a  somewhat sounder b a s is  th an  th a t  w ith  which th ey  

have sometimes been c re d ite d .

Though Denham and Dryden sometimes t a l k  in  t h e i r  p ro se  about th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  between ’ form ’ and ’th o u g h t’ in  p o e try  in  a way th a t  might 

be tak en  to  im ply th a t  th e y  were two sep a rab le  e lem en ts , and th a t  p o e try  

i s  sim ply a m a tte r  of ’ c lo th in g  a though t in  language’ , t h e i r  n o tio n  o f 

a poem having a ’ s p i r i t ’ which i s ,  in  some sen se , more th a n  m erely th e  

sum product o f i t s  lo c a l  v e rb a l e f f e c t s  i s ,  I  th in k ,  in  f a c t  one which i s

s i l e n t l y  evoked o r  im plied  by alniost everyone who t a lk s  about p o e try . We

re a d i ly  a ccep t, f o r  example, th e  v a l id i ty  o f a  c r i t i c ’ s a ttem p ts  to  

fo rm u la te  in  p h rases  o f h is  own what he ta k e s  to  be th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f a 

p a r t i c u la r  poem, a  p o e t’ s whole oeuvre, o r even th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f th e  

p o e t as m an ifested  in  and th rough  h is  work. I f  such fo rm u la tio n s  a re  

made w ith  d iscernm ent and p re c is io n  (as th e y  a re , perhaps p re -em in en tly , 

in  many of th e  pages o f Johnson’ s l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic i s m  ) we accep t t h e i r  

v a l id i t y  and u s e fu ln e s s , and don’t  doubt f o r  one moment t h a t  th e y  a re  th e  

u lt im a te  r e s u l t  o f a s p e c i f ic  response  to  ’th e  words on th e  page’ . We ,

can even accep t as b ro ad ly  v a l id  (as Johnson h im se lf  rem inds us in  th e

P re face  to  S hakespeare) a c r i t i c a l  d e s c r ip t io n  of a t e x t  which we know i s ,  

on th e  lo c a l  l e v e l ,  c o rru p t o r even incom ple te . A c r i t i c ,  t h a t  i s ,  need 

n o t even have been in  a  p o s i t io n  to  respond to  every s in g le  v e rb a l nuance
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i n  o rd e r to  g ive a  read in g  which i s ,  in  i t s  broad e s s e n t i a l s ,  a c c e p ta b le . 

We don’t  i n s t a n t ly  demand th a t  every  g e n e ra l is a t io n  a c r i t i c  makes about 

a poem i s  im m ediately  s u b s ta n tia te d  w ith  a p ie c e  o f lo c a l  a n a ly s is ,  s in ce  

we accep t th e  g e n e r a l is a t io n  f o r  what i t  i s :  an a ttem pt t o  g ive an

account o f th e  o v e r a l l  ’f e e l ’ of a poem, o r even of a whole p o e tic  o eu v re , 

In  doing so we a re ,  I  b e l ie v e , s i l e n t l y  rec o g n is in g  th e  e x is te n c e  of a 

phenomenon l ik e  t h a t  which Dryden d e sc r ib e s  as ’th e  S p i r i t  which anim ates 

th e  w hole’ .

The modem p o e t, Ted Hughes, has indeed  expressed  such a n o tio n

in  term s s t r ik in g ly  s im ila r  to  Dryden’ s (bu t w ith o u t th e  u n fo r tu n a te

m etaphors o f ’d r e s s ’ and ’ ornam ent’ ) .

A poem can be c a l le d  an assem bly o f l iv in g  p a r ts  
moved by a s in g le  s p i r i t .  The l iv in g  p a r ts  a re  th e  
w ords, th e  im ages, th e  rhythm s. The s p i r i t  i s  th e  
l i f e  which in h a b i ts  them when th e y  a l l  work 
to g e th e r .b

Though th e  c r i t ic i s m  of T .S .E l io t  and F .R .L eav is has been c i te d  

e a r l i e r  in  t h i s  c h ap te r  as having  been in s tru m e n ta l  in  encouraging some 

of th e  modern re s e rv a t io n s  abou t, even h o s t i l i t y  t o ,  h is  w r i t in g ,  i t  i s  

t h e i r  work w hich, i r o n i c a l ly ,  can p rov ide  u s , I  b e l ie v e , w ith  th e  means 

o f q u e s tio n in g  f u r th e r  some of th e  grounds on which Dryden’ s d e t r a c to r s  

have a tta ck e d  th e  t r a n s la t io n s .

Dr. Leav is  has reminded u s , in  s e v e ra l  p la c e s  in  h is  c r i t i c i s m ,  of

some o f th e  in e v i ta b le  f a c to r s  invo lved  in  th e  p ro cess  of read in g  a  poem.

You cannot p o in t to  th e  poem; i t  i s  ’t h e r e ’ 
on ly  in  th e  r e - c r e a t iv e  response  o f in d iv id u a l  
minds to  th e  b lack  marks on th e  page. But -  
a n e ce ssa ry  f a i t h  -  i t  i s  som ething in  which 
minds can m eet...

We can have [a]  poem only  by an in n e r  k ind  o f 
p o sse ss io n : i t  i s  ’t h e r e ’ f o r  a n a ly s is  only

1 . Ted Hughes, P o e try  in  th e  Making (London, 1967), p . 17.
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in  so far as we are responding appropriately 
to  the words on the p a g e ... Analysis i s  not 
a d issection  of something that i s  already and 
p assively  th ere. What we c a l l  analysis i s ,  
of course, a constructive and creative process.1

Leavis* remarks place a cru c ia lly  important onus on the reader, as w ell

as the author, in  any ’right reading’ of a poem. The poem i s  seen, in

Le a v is ’ account, as something which can never have an en tir e ly  ’ob jectiv e’

ex isten ce, which can only be fu lly  said to  e x is t  in  the recreating

imagination of each reader. I t s  a b il ity  to  communicate i t s e l f  fu lly

depends almost as much on our capacity to  respond as on the author’s

capacity to  w rite.

Leavis has a lso  w ritten  about the relationsh ip  of the reader in

the present to  the lite r a tu r e  of the past ;

I t  i s  only from the present, out o f the present, 
in  the present, that you can approach the 
litera tu re  of the past. To put i t  another 
way, i t  i s  only in  the present that the 
past l i v e s .2

Lea v is ’ thought i s  here, on h is  own admission, c lose to  T .S .E lio t’ s

famous description of ’the h is to r ic a l sense’ in  h is  essay ’Tradition and

the Individual Talent’ :

The h is to r ic a l sense involves a perception, not 
only of the pastness of the past, but of i t s  
presence; the h is to r ic a l sense compels a man to  
w rite not merely with h is  own generation in  h is  
bones, but with a fe e lin g  that the whole of the 
liter a tu re  of Europe from Homer and within i t  
the whole of the litera tu re  of h is  own country 
has a simultaneous existence and composes a 
simultaneous order. The h is to r ic a l sense, 
which i s  a sense of the tim eless as w ell as 
the temporal and of the tim eless and the

1 . Nor S h a l l  My Sword (London, 1972), p .62; E ducation  and th e  U n iv e rs ity  
(l9 4 3 ; r p t .  London, 1965) p .70.

2 . E n g lish  L i te r a tu r e  in  Our Time, p . 68.
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tem poral to g e th e r ,  i s  what makes a  w r i te r  
t r a d i t i o n a l .  And i t  i s  a t  th e  same tim e 
what makes a  w r i te r  most a c u te ly  conscious ^
o f h is  p lace  in  tim e , o f h is  own con tem poraneity .

Such sen tim en ts  as th e se  have sometimes been though t of as l ic e n s in g  

an a n a c h ro n is tic  o r u n sc h o la r ly  read in g  o f th e  l i t e r a t u r e  of th e  p a s t ,  

g iv in g  us a mandate to  co n ce n tra te  m erely  on th o se  f e a tu re s  in  th e  

l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t which happen to  c o in c id e , o r appear to  c o in c id e , 

w ith  our own p reo ccu p a tio n s  in  th e  p re s e n t ,  and consequen tly  making us 

overlook th e  very  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c lim a te  o r h i s t o r i c a l  co n tex t 

from which th a t  l i t e r a t u r e  em anates. Yet th e  main emphasis in  E l i o t ’ s 

passage seems a c tu a l ly  to  r e s t  on th e  o b se rv a tio n  th a t  no ’h i s t o r i c a l  

approach’ to  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  f u l l y  o r t r u l y  ’h i s t o r i c a l ’ u n le ss  th e  re a d e r  

reco g n ises  t h a t  he i s  h im se lf invo lved  in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p rocess  as much 

as th e  work he i s  re a d in g . Reading th e  l i t e r a t u r e  of th e  p a s t ,  on t h i s  

account, cannot be though t o f as an a s s im ila t io n  o f a laiown and f ix e d  

o b je c t ( th e  o r ig in a l  t e x t  in  i t s  o rig in a l- c o n te x t) , bu t becomes something 

more f lu id  and complex. The very  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f e n te r in g  a work o f th e  

p a s t im a g in a tiv e ly  i s  seen  a s , in e v i ta b ly ,  a m a tte r  o f m o b ilis in g , b u ild in g  

on, and g iv in g  f u l l  scope to  th o se  elem ents in  one’ s experience  o f l i f e ,  

here  and now, which are  somehow engaged by th a t  work. But th e se  may, of 

cou rse , be elem ents which in  any o th e r  c ircum stances might have la in  

dormant o r gone e n t i r e ly  un recogn ised .

W riting  about Chaucer’ s p ilg r im s  in  th e  P reface  to  F a b le s , Dryden 

a llu d ed  to  th e  problem of how th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t might be thought

1. T .S .E l io t ,  ’T ra d it io n  and th e  In d iv id u a l T a le n t’ , S e le c ted  Essays 
(London, 1932), p p .14-15.
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to  l iv e  in  th e  p re se n t in  term s which a re , in  some ways, s t r ik in g ly

s im ila r  to  E l i o t ’ s ,  r e s t in g  on a s im ila r  co n v ic tio n  of th e  fundam ental

c o n tin u ity  of human ex p erien ce :

We have our F o re - fa th e rs  and G reat Grand-dames 
a l l  b e fo re  u s , as th e y  were in  Chaucer’ s Days; 
t h e i r  g e n e ra l C h arac te rs  a re  s t i l l  rem aining in  
Mankind, and even in  E ngland, though th e y  a re  
c a l l ’d by o th e r  Names th a n  th o se  o f Moncks and 
F ry a r s , and Chanons, and Lady A bbesses, and 
Nuns: For Mankind i s  ev er th e  same, and n o th ing
l o s t  out o f N a tu re , though every  th in g  i s  a l t e r ’d .

(K in s ley , IV, 1455)

’Every th in g  i s  a l t e r ’d ’ : th e  care  w ith  vdiich Dryden, when t r a n s l a t i n g ,

co n su lted  th e  commentators and h is  p red ecesso rs  should serve  to  remind u s , 

I  th in k ,  o f th e  degree to  which he though t i t  n e ce ssa ry , in  a ttem p tin g  to  

b rin g  out th e  ’g e n e ra l M ature’ , th e  permanent human i n t e r e s t ,  in  each of 

h is  o r ig in a l s ,  to  inform  hfumself as sc ru p u lo u s ly  as p o s s ib le  about th e  

meaning o f th o se  o r ig in a ls  in  t h e i r  own language and s e t t i n g .^  J u s t  as 

E l io t ,  in  i n s i s t i n g  on th e  need to  know th e  ’p re se n c e ’ o f th e  p a s t ,  had, 

a t th e  sane tim e in s i s t e d  on our knowing i t s  ’p a s tn e s s ’ , so Dryden’ s 

p h rases p o in t to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  a c tiv e  l i f e  o f th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  

p a s t  i s ,  as i t  w ere, a c tu a l ly  n e i th e r  in  th e  p a s t  nor in  th e  p re s e n t ,  but 

in  a k ind  of h in te r la n d  between p a s t and p re s e n t;  read in g  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  

o f th e  p a s t can th u s  be seen as th e  perform ance o f co u n tle ss  sm all a c ts

1. See ’Heads o f an Answer’ (S c o tt ,  XV, 3 9 4 )î
. . . th o u g h  n a t u r e . . .  i s  th e  same in  a l l  p la c e s , 
and reason  to o  th e  same, y e t th e  c lim a te , th e  
age, th e  d is p o s i t io n  of th e  p eo p le , to  whom a 
poe t w r i te s ,  may be so d i f f e r e n t ,  th a t  what 
p leased  th e  Greeks would no t s a t i s f y  an 
E n g lish  aud ience .
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o f n e g o tia tio n  between th e  w orld in  which we l i v e ,  and th e  w orld in  

which th e  work we a re  re ad in g  was produced. These a c ts  o f n e g o tia t io n  

m ust, of n e c e s s i ty ,  E l io t  and Dryden both  su g g e s t, be s l i g h t ly  d i f f e r e n t  

f o r  every re a d e r  and every  age.

Commentators sometimes speak o f Dryden look ing  f o r  th e  ’u n d e rly in g ’ 

human n a tu re  in  h is  o r ig i n a l s , o r  p rob ing  ’b e n ea th ’ th e  su rfa c e  d if f e r e n c e s  

between th e  Roman world and our own. These m etaphors seem to  me to  be 

u n s a t i s f a c to ry ,  in  th a t  th e y  im ply th a t  th e  d if f e r e n c e s  between us and 

men o f th e  p a s t  a re  m erely  a m a tte r  o f s u p e r f i c i a l  su rfa c e  d re s s in g s  vàiich 

can be removed to  r e v e a l  G eneral Human N ature in t a c t  b en ea th . Dryden’ s 

view, l ik e  E l i o t ’ s ,  seems r a th e r  to  be th a t  a common s t r a in  o f hum anity 

w ith  our own can be found in  th e  customs and h a b i ts  o f mind of th e  men o f 

th e  p a s t  r a th e r  th a n  beneath  them: ’Mankind i s  ever th e  same, and n o th ing  

l o s t  out of N atu re , though every  th in g  i s  a l t e r ’d ’ .

From E l i o t ’ s and L eav is ’ g e n e ra l r e f le c t io n s  on th e  p re se n t where

abouts of th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib le ,  I  th in k ,  t o  draw 

some conclu sio n s  which might be o f use  in  com batting some o f th e  o b je c tio n s  

t o  Dryden’ s p r in c ip le s  and p ra c t ic e  o f t r a n s l a t i o n .  Any re a d in g , th e se  

c r i t i c s  su g g es t, o f th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t  i s  a  m a tte r  o f im ag in a tiv e  

r e - c r e a t io n .  The c la s s ic s  o f th e  p a s t  a re  n o t a v a ila b le  f o r  s tu d y  as 

la b o ra to ry  specim ens m ight be. T h e ir  c h a ra c te r  and n a tu re  a re  n o t ,  and 

n ev er have been, e n t i r e ly  f ix e d  and known q u a n t i t i e s .  The s e n s i b i l i t y  

and c r i t i c a l  judgement of th e  re a d e r  a re ,  th e r e f o r e ,  f a c to r s  o f  e q u a lly  

c r u c ia l  im portance in  e s ta b l is h in g  th e  meaning and n a tu re  o f  th e s e  c la s s ic s  

as any in fo rm a tio n  th e  re a d e r might p o ssess  about them o r  th e  c ircum stances 

in  which th e y  were w r i t t e n .  I t  i s  t h e o r e t i c a l l y  p o s s ib le ,  as Arnold
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p o in ted  o u t, t h a t  a s c h o la r  may po ssess  both  g re a te r  in fo rm a tio n  about 

th e  c la s s ic s ,  and a f i n e r  c r i t i c a l  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  and th u s  be a b le  t o  judge 

th e  t r a n s la t io n s  o f Dryden and Pope from a p o s i t io n  approaching a u th o r i ty ,  

bu t he w i l l  on ly  be in  a p o s i t io n  to  do t h i s  i f  he i s  a b e t t e r  re a d e r  of 

th e  c la s s ic s ,  as w e ll as a  b e t t e r  s c h o la r , th a n  th o se  p o e ts .

Looked a t  in  th e se  c o n te x ts , th e  a n a c h ro n is tic , even p e rso n a l, 

re fe re n c e s  in c o rp o ra te d  in  Dryden’ s t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  and t h e i r  contem porary 

idiom , can perhaps be seen  no t so much as an a ttem p t to  ’u p d a te ’ th e  

o r ig in a ls ,  o r to  impose upon them a s e r ie s  o f i r r e le v a n t  modem p re 

o ccupations o r canons o f a r t i s t i c  p ro ced u re , bu t as a way o f c re a t in g  what 

one tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  commentator has c a l le d  th e  ’m ediate te rm s’ n ecessa ry  

to  b r in g  out f o r  a contem porary re a d e r  what Dryden took  to  be no t ju s t  

t h e i r  modish appea l bu t t h e i r  permanent l i f e  and im p lic a t io n s . As 

P ro fe sso r J .P .S u l l iv a n  has put i t .

The o r ig in a l  p o e t’ s w orld can n ever r e c u r ,  and 
cannot th e re fo re  be f u l l y  a l iv e  f o r  u s; th e  
t r a n s l a t o r  proceeds by analogy, s u b s t i tu t in g  
fo r  remote s i tu a t io n s  and sen tim en ts  some 
contem porary e q u iv a le n ts  to  make th e  whole ^ 
a l iv e .  A tti tu d e  and tone  a re  contem porary.

And i f  t h i s  has been done s u c c e s s fu lly , th e n  th e  f in is h e d  p roduct of

such an a ttem pt ( th e  t r a n s la t io n  i t s e l f )  would on ly  ’d a te ’ in  so f a r ,  and

to  th e  same e x te n t ,  as any l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p a s t  ever ’d a te s ’ . In

P ro fe sso r S u l l iv a n ’ s w ords, again .

I f  t r a n s la t io n s  o f p o e try , th e y  ane no t m erely 
v e rse  t r a n s la t io n s  which may be produced by an 
e x e rc ise  o f w i l l  t o  en joy  some modicum of 
esteem  b e fo re  th ey  a re  superseded by th e  nex t 
a tte m p ts , th e y  become permanent p a r t s  o f th e

l . J .P .S u l l i v a n ,  E zra  Pound and Sextus P ro p e r tiu s  (London, 1965), p . 21; 
For ’m ediate te rm s ’ , see  H.A. Mason, ’C re a tiv e  T ra n s la tio n  : E zra  
Pound’ s Women o f T h ach is’ , Cambridge Q u a r te r ly , 4 , (1969), 246.
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l i t e r a r y  h e r ita g e  l ik e  th e  b e s t work in  ^ 
d i f f e r e n t  f i e l d  of t h e i r  con tem poraries .

As w e ll as s t r e s s in g  th e  e x te n t to  which any read in g  o f a  poem

of th e  p a s t i s  an a c t of im ag in a tiv e  re c re a t io n  in  th e  p re s e n t ,  modern

c r i t ic i s m  has a ls o  s t r e s s e d  th e  e x te n t to  w hich, i f  such a r e c re a t io n  i s

to  be f u l l y  adequate , i t  must be th e  r e s u l t  o f th e  poem’ s having  s tru c k  a

p a r t i c u la r  chord, however i n d i r e c t ly ,  in  one’ s own p e rso n a l ex p e rien ce .

I t  i s  indeed  d i f f i c u l t  to  b e lie v e  t h a t  a g re a t poem could be th e  end-

product o f an a c t o f t r a n s la t io n ,  u n le ss  th e  t r a n s l a t o r  was m otiva ted  as

he w rote by a s im ila r  in n e r  p re s su re  and urgency to  th a t  w hich, one im agines,

b r in g s  any poem in to  be ing . The ac t of t r a n s l a t i o n ,  t h a t  i s ,  must have in

some way, however in d i r e c t ,  what we might c a l l  a ’ l i f e - n e e d ’ f o r  th e

t r a n s l a t o r ,  E l io t  once observed, a p p o s ite ly , th a t

. . . t h e  work of t r a n s la t io n  i s  to  make something 
fo re ig n , o r som ething remote in  tim e , l iv e  w ith  
our own l i f e ,  and no t r a n s l a t o r  can endow h is  
v ic tim  w ith  more abundant l i f e  th a n  he p o ssesses  
h im s e l f . , . 2

On an o th er o ccasio n , he w rote th a t

. . .g o o d  t r a n s l a t i o n , , ,  i s  no t m erely t r a n s l a t i o n ,  
f o r  th e  t r a n s l a t o r  i s  g iv in g  th e  o r ig in a l  th rough 
h im se lf , and f in d in g  h im se lf th rough  th e  o r ig in a l .^

To sum up. The passages quoted from E l io t  and L eavis on th e  

p reced ing  pages allow  u s , I  th in k ,  to  conceive o f a s e t  of c ircum stances 

in  which v e rse  t r a n s la t io n  could  occu r, and in  which th e  u su a l o b je c tio n s

1 . S u ll iv a n , E zra Pound and Sextus P r o p e r t iu s , p . 19.
2. ’B audela ire  in  Our Time’ , For L ancelo t Andrewes (1928; r p t ,  London, 1970), 

p .73.
3 . ’In tro d u c t io n ’ to  S e lec ted  Poems o f E zra  Pound (London, 1928), p ,1 3 .
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t o  th e  a c t i v i t y  might n o t seem in su rm ountab le . For t h i s  to  be p o s s ib le , 

however, v a rio u s  c ircum stances would have to  c o in c id e . F i r s t ,  th e  

t r a n s l a t o r  would have to  have responded w ith  an unusual com prehensiveness 

to  h is  o r ig in a l ,  f e l t  th e  ’ s p i r i t ’ o f h is  a u th o r’s c h a ra c te r  and p e r s o n a l i ty  

as m an ifested  in  every  d e t a i l  o f h is  t e x t  w ith  a p a r t i c u l a r  fo rc e  and 

fu ln e s s .  He would have had, th a t  i s ,  to  have f i r s t  been an ’ id e a l  c r i t i c ’ 

o f h is  o r ig in a l .  As W illiam  Cowper expressed  i t ,  he would have needed to  

have, ’drenched, and s tee p e d , and soaked h im se lf in  th e  e f fu s io n s  o f h is  

g en iu s , t i l l  he has im bibed t h e i r  co lo u r to  th e  b o n e .’^ Second, th e  

t r a n s l a t o r  would have to  have been f i r e d  by some correspondence between 

h is  own deep est i n t e r e s t s  and th o se  of h is  o r ig in a l ,  to  perform  an ac t 

which would amount to  a new c re a t io n  o f h is  own, an a c t which enabled 

him to  f in d  a mode of ex p re ss io n  in  h is  own idiom  add th a t  of h is  

re a d e rs  which would convey, by a com pletely  d i f f e r e n t  p o e tic  means 

(s in c e  ’v e rb a l t r a n s l a t i o n ’ i s ,  f o r  reasons we have a lre ad y  seen , 

im p o ssib le ) th e  same p o e tic  end, and which would be, a t  th e  same tim e , 

an ex p ress io n  o f h is  own p o e tic  id e n t i t y .  As S h e lley  r e a l i s e d ,  ’th e  

p la n t  must sp rin g  again  from i t s  seed , o r i t  w i l l  b ea r no f lo w e r’ .

I t  h a rd ly  needs say in g  th a t  th e  achievem ent of such an id e n t i t y  

between t r a n s l a t o r  and o r ig in a l  could n ever be a b so lu te , would n e c e s s a r i ly  

in v o lv e  some complex ad ju stm en ts , bo th  of th e  o r ig in a l  and o f th e  t r a n s l a t o r ,  

and in  any case , might n o t be s u s ta in e d  to  th e  same degree even th roughout 

a whole poem. And th e  v e ry  a s p ir a t io n  tow ards such an id e a l  a l s o ,  of 

c o u rse , p re s e n ts  th e  commentator on th e  f in is h e d  v e rs io n  w ith  unique 

problem s o f i n te r p r e ta t io n .  I  hope I  have a lre ad y  done enough to  in d ic a te

1 , W illiam  Cowper, C orrespondence, ed. T .W right (4 v o l s , ,  London, 1904), 
IV, 483-5.
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th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  fa c in g  a commentator who a ttem p ts  to  judge th e  adequacy 

of any of Dryden’ s v e rs io n s  sim ply by w eighing them a g a in s t h is  own, 

in d e p en d e n tly -d e riv ed , im pression  o f th e  o r ig in a l ,  o r  t h a t  of s c h o la rs  

who have commented on th a t  o r ig in a l .  A lso, though I  have spoken o f a  

n e ce ssa ry  correspondence between th e  o r ig in a l  and a t r a n s l a t o r ’ s ’d eep est 

n eeds’ , i t  could be no e a s ie r  f o r  a  commentator on t r a n s la t io n  to  de ten n in e  

what th o se  ’d eep est n eeds’ were th a n  i t  i s  when sp e c u la tin g  on th e  obscure 

complex o f th ough t and f e e l in g  which b rin g s  any work of a r t  in to  b e in g .

The problem s a re  m u lt ip l ie d  in  th e  p re se n t case -  t h a t  o f Dryden’ s 

v e rs io n s  o f Ovid -  by th e  p e c u l ia r ly  p u zz lin g  and p ro b lem atic  n a tu re  of 

th e  o r ig in a l .

My approach to  Dryden’ s O vidian t r a n s la t io n s  in  th e  c h ap te rs  

t h a t  fo llo w  w i l l  th e re fo re  be something more modest th an  a comprehensive 

a ttem pt to  a sse ss  Dryden’ s success as a t r a n s l a t o r  of Ovid. I  s h a l l  be 

concerned , f i r s t  and fo rem ost, to  o f f e r  some rem arks about and to  make 

some claim s f o r  th e se  t r a n s la t io n s  as E n g lish  poems, to  ex p lo re  th e  

p o e tic  q u a l i t i e s  which th e  a c t  of t r a n s la t in g  Ovid summoned up in  Dryden 

a t  v a rio u s  s ta g e s  in  h is  c a re e r , and to  en q u ire  w hether th e se  q u a l i t i e s  

re v e a l  Dryden’ s t a l e n t s  to  have been more d iv e rs e  and a t t r a c t i v e  th a n  

i s  suggested  by much modern commentary on h is  work. ̂  S t r i c t l y  su b o rd in a ted  

to  th e se  th re e  main l in e s  of en q u iry  w i l l  be a fo u r th , to  in v e s t ig a te  

w hether, w ith  th e  h e lp  o f Dryden’ s v e rs io n s , we can come to  see  q u a l i t i e s  

and i n t e r e s t s  in  Ovid’ s o r ig in a ls  which we m ight o th e rw ise  have m issed .

1. Thus conceding, in  one sense, Earl Miner’s point that ’the comparison 
of Dryden’s [ Fables] with th e ir  o r ig in a ls ’ i s  a ’donnish p leasure’ ,
’the long way round to  the le s s  scholarly reader’ s conviction o f  
unusual s t y l i s t i c  capacity’ (Writers and th e ir  Background ; John Dryden, 
ed. Earl Miner [London, 1972] p . 264) .  I t  i s  hoped, however, that by 
taking th is  ’ long way round’ we might be occasionally  enabled to  develop 
a securer sense of the particu lar excellences of Dryden’ s fin ish ed  versions.



50,

q u a l i t i e s  which a re  perhaps r a r e  in  much o f th e  v e rse  we a re  more 

accustomed t o .

Throughout, Dryden’ s working method and th e  p a r t i c u la r  s e t  of 

’m ediate  te rm s ’ which he adopts in  h is  v e rs io n  w i l l  be examined f o r  c lu es  

th e y  o f f e r  as t o  th e  n a tu re  of h is  in te n t io n s  and i n t e r e s t s  in  a  p a r t i c u la r  

poem, and h is  concep tion  o f th e  whole. ’Where th e  f in is h e d  v e rs io n s  show 

c le a r  s ig n s  o f p reo ccu p a tio n s  which we know, from o th e r  so u rc e s , were 

p reo ccu p a tio n s  o f Dryden’ s own, th e  L a tin  t e x t  and th e  re n d e rin g s  o f o th e r  

t r a n s l a t o r s  w i l l  be invoked as ’ c o n tro ls ’ , to  determ ine w hether Dryden i s  

sim ply im posing h is  own concerns on Ovid, o r , r a th e r ,  u s in g  th e  term s of 

h is  own age and h is  own experience  to  b r in g  out what he took  to  be th e  

t r u e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  o r ig in a l .  In  C hapter Three some account i s  

g iven  o f c e r ta in  f a c to r s  in  Dryden’ s p r iv a te  l i f e  and l i t e r a r y  c a re e r  

which may have le d  him to  be p a r t i c u l a r ly  w e ll d isposed  tow ards Ovid’ s 

Metamorphoses in  th e  l a s t  decade o f h is  l i f e .
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CHAPTER TWO :

FIRST STEPS : TO ’OVID’S EPISTLES’ (1680)



C hapter Two : F i r s t  S teps -  To ’Ovid’ s E p i s t l e s ’ (1680)

( i )  ’N ature in  d is o r d e r ’ o r ’ s u p e r f lu i ty  of w i t ’?
Ovid in  Dryden’ s c r i t i c i s m  to  1679.

( i i )  ’Ovid’s E p i s t l e s ’ (1680) : The P reface  and th e  Poems
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( i )  ’N ature in  d is o rd e r ’ o r ’ s u p e r f lu i ty  of w i t ’? : Ovid in  

Dryden’ s c r i t i c i s m  to  1679

We do no t know e x a c tly  when Dryden f i r s t  read  Ovid, bu t we can

be f a i r l y  sure  th a t  a t l e a s t  some of th a t  p o e t’ s works were among th e

very  f i r s t  read in g  in  C la s s ic a l  au th o rs  vdiich he d id , w hether in  h is

e a r ly  te e n s  a t  home in  N ortham ptonshire o r in  th e  low er forms of

W estm inster, th e  schoo l ivhich he en te red  around 1646 .^  Though th e

W estm inster sy lla b u s  f o r  th e  ju n io r  forms o f Dryden’ s tim e i s  not

e x ta n t ,  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  to  re c o n s tru c t  vmth some accuracy , from accounts

of th e  te a c h in g  o f th e  sch o o l’ s headm aster. Dr. R ichard  Busby, and

from in fo rm atio n  about th e  cu rricu lum  in  s im ila r  e d u ca tio n a l e s ta b l i s h -
2

ments of th e  tim e , th e  n a tu re  of Dryden’ s in tro d u c tio n  to  h is  a u th o r .

1 . Dryden may have rece iv ed  some p re lim in a ry  ed u ca tio n  a t  a grammar
school in  th e  Aldwinckle a re a , and i t  seems alm ost c e r ta in  th a t

h is  f a th e r  and ( u n t i l  h is  death  in  I 636) g ra n d fa th e r  would have
given him e lem entary  in s t r u c t io n  a t home. See Ward, L i f e , p p .8 -9 . 
According to  C o le t’ s S ta tu te s  of S t .P a u l’ s School, w r i t te n  in  1518, 
but s u b s ta n t ia l ly  unchanged in  M ilto n ’ s day, can d id a te s  had to  be 
competent a t th e  rudim ents of L a tin  b e fo re  being  adm itted  to  th e  
schoo l. See D .L .C lark , John M ilton  a t S t .P a u l’ s School (New York, 
1948), p . 43.

2. A g re a t  d e a l o f d e t a i l  i s  known about th e  s y l l a b i ,  tex tb o o k s and
te a c h in g  employed in  th e  sev e n te en th -ce n tu ry  grammar sc h o o ls . See 
p a r t i c u la r ly  T.W.Baldwin, Shalcespeare’ s Sm all L a tin e  and Less Greeke 
(2  v o l s . ,  Urbana, 1944); F o s te r  Watson, The E n g lish  Grammar Schools 
to  1660 : t h e i r  C urriculum  and P ra c tic e  (Cambridge, 1908); D .L .C lark , 
M ilton  a t  S t .P a u l’ s ; D .P .H arding, ’ C hapter Two : Ovid a t S t .P a u l ’ s , ’ 
M ilton  and th e  R enaissance O vid, I l l i ^ n o i s  S tu d ie s  in  Language and 
L i t e r a tu r e , Vol. 30 No.4, (Urbana, 1946). On W estm inster in  
p a r t i c u la r i s e s  G .F. R u sse ll  B arker, Memoir o f R ichard Busby, D.D. 
(London, 1895) and J .  S arg eau n t, A m als of W estm inster School 
(London, 1898). B arker (pp. 7 7 f f . )  g iv es  a d e ta i le d  account o f
th e  l i f e  o f a W estm inster schoolboy in  th e  6 th  and 7 th  forms in  the  
second decade o f th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry , from  th a t  p re se rv ed  in  
th e  S ta te  Papers in  th e  P u b lic  Record O ffice  (Domestic Papers :
C harles I ,  Vol. 181, No.3 7 ).
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We can be su re  t h a t ,  in  co n sid e rin g  Dryden’ s Ovid, we a re  d e a lin g  

w ith  t r a n s la t io n s  o f works which Dryden had, as i t  w ere, ’ alw ays’ known. 

The T r i s t i a , H eroides and Metamorphoses were among th e  f i r s t  L a tin  t e x t s  

to  be s tu d ie d  in  th e  sev e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  grammar schoo l, and were 

re g u la r ly  used as a b a s is  f o r  r ig o ro u s  e x e rc ise s  in  c o n s tru in g , p a rs in g , 

r h e to r ic a l  a n a ly s is ,  m em orising, ve rse  com position (both  E n g lish  and 

L a tin ) ,  and ( in  th e  case of th e  H ero id es) e p is to la r y  te c h n iq u e .^

The Metamorphoses were regarded  as a  v a lu ab le  source of m ytho log ica l 

d a ta  fo r  use in  read in g  o th e r  a u th o rs . Even Ovid’ s am atory w orks, th e  

Ars A m atoria, Remedia Amor i s , and Amores, whose s u b je c t m a tte r  was thought 

t o  ren d e r them u n s u ita b le  f o r  e d u c a tio n a l use as th ey  s to o d , were 

p i l la g e d  (sometimes in  a s u i ta b ly  m odified  form) f o r  c o lle c t io n s  o f 

’ s e n te n t ia e ’ and d i s t i c h s  which could be used as models f o r  verse  

com position . Moreover ( i f  th e  example of M ilto n , a schoolboy a t S t .P a u l’ s 

two decades befo re  Dryden was a t  W estm inster, i s  any th ing  to  go by) th ey

1 . See D.L. C la rk , M ilton  a t S t .P a u l ’s , p . I l l ;  Baldwin, S hakespeare’ s 
Small L a tin e , I ,  338-9* J .C a re y  in  The O vidian Love E legy in  ICngland 
(Unpublished D .P h il. D is s e r ta t io n ,  U n iv e rs ity  of O xford, 1961) has 
p o in ted  out how gram m ar-school s c h o la rs  would p re v io u s ly  have 
encountered  e x tr a c ts  from Ovid in  L i ly ’ s L a tin  Grammar, Erasm us’ 
P a ra b o la e , and Culmannus’ S e n te n tia e  P u e r i l e s . On th e  use of Ovid 
f o r  e x e rc is e s , see C harles H oole, A New D iscovery  o f th e  Old A rt of 
Teaching Schools (London, l6 6 0 ) , p p .156-163. H oole’ s book which reco rd s  
a method ’ accord ing  to  what i s  commonly p r a c t ic e d ’ was w r i t te n  a t  
about th e  same tim e as Dryden was s tu d y in g  a t  W estm inster, and g ives 
a good id e a  of th e  uses to  which Ovid was pu t in  th e  classroom .
See Baldwin, Shakespeare’ s Sm all L a tin e , I I ,  239 (quo ting  Erasmus) 
and a lso  I ,  156 and I I ,  242, f o r  th e  use o f th e  H eroides as models 
f o r  e p is to la r y  w r it in g  and v e rse  com position a t  E ton .
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enjoyed an ex tra -cu rr icu la r  readership among th e  more en terp risin g  

p u p ils . ^

Use was a lso  made in  teach ing o f various more recent examples of

th e moral and a lle g o r ic a l  ex eg es is  to  which Ovid’s work had been subjected
2

from the early  middle ages onwards. Students were in v ite d , fo r  example.

1 . See E .Jacobsen, T ran slation , a T rad ition a l Craft : An Introductory Sketch 
w ith a Study o f Marlowe’ s E le g ie s , C la ssica  e t M ediaevalia, D is se r t-  
ation es VI (Copenhagen, 1958), p .154. Baldwin ( I ,  194, 111-113),
Louis B .W right, M iddle-C lass C u ltu re  in  E ^ z a b e th a n  England (Chapel H i l l  
1935), p . 235, and Carey (C hapter 4 passim ) quote v a rio u s  o b je c tio n s  to  
th e  s u i t a b i l i t y  of Ovid’ s am atory works in  th e  classroom . The f i r s t  
c o l le c t io n  o f d i s t i c h s  from th e  Ars was Wyrikyn de Worde’ s The F lo res  
o f Ovide de A rte Amandi, p r in te d  f o r  Caxton in  1513. E.K.Rand, ’M ilton  
in  R u s tic a t io n ’ , SB, 19 (1922), 111, concluded from a s tudy  of M ilto n ’s 
L a tin  e le g ia c s  t h a t ,  a lthough  th e  Amor es and Ars Am atoria were no t 
s tu d ie d  in t a c t  in  sch o o ls , ’he must have known h is  Ovid v i r t u a l l y  by 
h e a r t ,  no t m erely th e  M etamorphoses. .  .b u t a l l  th e  poems o f Ovid’ , c f .  
M ilto n ’ s own testim o n y  in  th e  Apology f o r  Smectymnuus. I t  should  be 
no ted  th a t  in  V a u t r o l l i e r ’ s w id e ly -used  sch o o l e d i t io n  o f Ovid ( f i r s t  
p r in te d  in  1583) th e  A rs, Remedia and Amo re s  were bound up w ith  th e  
H eroides in  th e  same volume. The e n te r p r is in g  s tu d en t could  th e re fo re  
’read  on’ .

2. See L.K.Bom, ’Ovid and A llegory ’ , Speculum, 9 (1934), 362-379, Chapter 
2 of D.P.Harding’ s book (c ite d  above), D .C .A llen , ’ Chapter VII : Under
meanings in  Ovid’ s Metamorphoses’ , in  M ysteriously Meant ; th e Rediscovery  
o f Pagan Symbolism and A lle g o r ic a l In terp reta tio n  in  the Renaissance 
(Baltim ore, 1970), and Be Witt T .Starnes and E.W.T albert, C la ss ic a l
Myth and Legend in  R enaissance D ic t io n a r ie s  : A Study o f R enaissance 
D ic tio n a r ie s  in  r e l a t io n  to  th e  C la s s ic a l  Learning o f Contemporary 
E n g lish  W rite rs  (ch ap e l H i l l ,  1955). S ta rn e s  and T a lb e r t dem onstrate  
how Sandys’ commentaries in  th e  1632 and 1640 e d i t io n s  o f h is  t r a n s 
la t io n  o f th e  Metamorphoses o f te n  d e riv e  from th e  R egius-M icyllus 
commentary on Ovid, and h is  m arg ina l n o te s  from S tephahus’ Dict'onarium 
H isto ricum , G eographicum .Poeticum , i t s e l f  in  many re s p e c ts  an expanded 
v e rs io n  o f th e  works by N a ta lis  Comes and V erd ie r in c lu d ed  in  H oole’ s 
l i s t  o f recommended re a d in g . A rthur G olding, an o th er of Dryden’ s 
’ so u rc e s ’ had used th e  R egius-M icy llus Ovid. See G .S te in e r , ’G olding’ s 
Use o f th e  R egius-M icy llus Commentary upon Ovid’ , JEGP, 49 (1950), 317-323* 
S tephanus’ D ic tionarium  was w ide ly  used in  th e  sev en teen th  and e ig h te en th  
c e n tu r ie s ,  and a f o l i o  e d i t io n  o f 1686 was in  th e  p o sse ss io n  o f Dryden’s 
f r ie n d ,  Congreve. See J.C .H odges, The l i b r a r y  of W illiam  Congreve (New 
York, 1955), p .41. D .P .H arding (C hapter l )  quotes evidence from  S t .  
Evremond, and R .F .H ardin  ( ’Ovid in  S even teen th  Century England’ ,
Comparative L itera tu re , 24 [ l9 7 2 j ,  44-62) from Blackmore, Temple,
Addison and Hughes to  show th a t t h is  a l le g o r ic a l  way o f reading Ovid was 
being sev ere ly  questioned by th e la te r  seventeenth century. See a lso  
Thomas Rymer, C r it ic a l  Works, ed. C.Zimansky (New Haven, 1956), p . 5.
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t o  u se , both  f o r  f a c tu a l  in fo rm a tio n  and m oral i n te r p r e ta t io n ,  th e

commentaries in  Sandys’ t r a n s l a t i o n  o f Ovid. The t r a n s l a t i o n  i t s e l f  was

used as a model f o r  E n g lish  v e rse  com position. School l i b r a r i e s  con ta ined

th e  m y tho log ica l handbooks o f S i r  F ran c is  Bacon, A lexander Ross, V erd eriu s,

and S t eph anus. ̂  S tu d en ts  a lso  made use  o f , and were asked to  compile

f o r  them selv es , ’th e m a tic ’ an th o lo g ie s  on th e  model o f M irandula’ s F lo res

Poetarum , in  which passages from v a rio u s  L a tin  p o e ts  on th e  same s u b je c t

were c o lle c te d  to g e th e r ,  and which served  bo th , ag a in , as a  model fo r

com position , and a r e p o s ito ry  o f themes fo r  e p is to la r y  and r h e to r ic a l  

2exerc ises.

T ra n s la tio n  o f L a tin  v e rse  in to  E n g lish  was p a r t i c u la r ly  s t r e s s e d  

by Busby a t W estm inster. Looking back on h is  schooldays in  1693 (when 

he was 6 2 ), Dryden remembered how he had rendered  P e rs iu s ’ T h ird  S a t i r e  

as a ’Thursday Night e x e r c is e ’ , and rem arked th a t  ’ i t ,  and many o th e r ’ of 

h is  ’E x e rc ise s  o f t h i s  n a tu re , in  E n g lish  V erse, a re  s t i l l  in  th e  Hands
3

of my Learned M aster, th e  Reverend D octor Busby’ . Dryden see.’üs, in  

common iid-th many of h is  con tem p o raries , to  have rev e red  Busby’ s te a c h in g , 

and one d e te c ts ,  f o r  exam ple, a  p a r t i c u la r  de fe ren ce  and modesty in  th e  

to n e  o f th e  l e t t e r  which he w rote  in  1682 to  h is  o ld  headm aster about h is  

e ld e s t  son C harles (Dryden was th en  51 and a t  th e  h e ig h t o f h is  fame)

1 . See H oole, New D iscovery , p p .161-163?

2 . See F o s te r  Watson, The E n g lish  Grammar S ch o o ls , p p .7 -8 .

3 . K in s ley , I I ,  758.
4 . B arker, Memoir of R ichard  Busby, p p .26-28, quotes th e  te s tim o n y  of

S te e le  and A tte rb u ry . Among Busby’ s o th e r  p u p ils  were Wren, Locke,
Lord C h ance llo r J e f f r e y s ,  C harles Montague, E a r l  of H a lifa x , and P r io r .  
Henry F e lto n , in  h is  D is s e r ta t io n  on Reading th e  C la s s ic s  (London, 1713), 
p p .56— 57, n o tes  t h a t  Busby fo rbade  th e  use of n o tes  in  h i s  te a c h in g , 
but comments th a t  ’Under such a M aster th e y  could do no Good, th e r e  was 
no Need of th e  B e s t’ . For Dryden’ s l e t t e r s  to  Busby, see Ward, L e t te r s ,  
p p .17 ,150 .
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One need be in  no doubt t h a t  Dryden l e f t  W estm inster in  1650 w ith  a 

thorough grounding in  th e  rudim ents o f C la s s ic a l  language, h is to ry ,  

mythology and l i t e r a t u r e ,  in  which th e  s tudy  o f Ovid had p layed  no sm all 

p a r t ,  a grounding which was co n so lid a ted  in  h is  s tu d ie s  a t  T r in i ty  C o llege, 

Cambridge.

There has been, as f a r  as I  know, no sy stem a tic  in v e s t ig a t io n  of 

th e  in flu en c e  o f Dryden’ s read ing  o f Ovid on h is  e a r l i e r  p o e try  and on h is  

p la y s , and though t h i s  su b je c t l i e s  o u ts id e  th e  s t r i c t  scope o f th e  

p re se n t s tu d y , i t  i s  worth n o tin g  in  p a ss in g  th a t  he drew on Ovidian 

ep ig raphs f o r  two of th e  p la y s , and th a t  h is  e d i to r s  have d e te c te d  

O vidian echoes on a lo c a l  l e v e l  a t  s e v e ra l  p la c e s  in  th o se  p lay s  and t h e i r  

p re fa c e s , and in  c e r ta in  of h is  e a r l i e r  poems.^ In  No. 110 o f The G uard ian , 

f o r  example, Addison remarked on how d e ta i le d  a  knowledge o f th e  Metamorphoses 

was shown by Muley Moloch and Almeyda, th e  Emperor and Queen o f B arbary 

in  Don S e b a s tia n . Dryden’ s use of O vidian ’tu r n s ’ in  th e  p lay s  i s  f a r  le s s

1. See th e  ep ig raphs to  The In d ian  Emperor (1667) and The S ta te  o f
Innocence (1677). For Ovid in  th e  p la y s , see Montague Summers’ n o te s  
in  h is  e d i t io n  of Dryden’ s Dram atic Works (6 v o l s . ,  London, 1931-2), 
on R iv a l L adies I I I , i .  ( I I ,  l 6 l ) .  Tyrannic Love I l l . i .  ( I l l ,  380),
The S ta te  o f Innocence I I . i i  (V, 132), Aureng-Zebe I  (V ,194), I I I  
(V.234). V (V.26iy .  A ll f o r  Love I (V,323), IV (v,380),  V (398).
See a lso  C a l ifo rn ia ,  V I I I ,272, X, 405, 416, 1 ,3 3 . For Dryden’ s use 
o f Ovid in  Annus M ir a b i l i s , see  below.
In  a d d itio n  to  th e  echoes no ted  by e d i to r s ,  I  have found a  la rg e  number 
o f passages in  th e  p la y s  which seem to  be g e n e ra lly  in d eb ted  to  
O vidian language o r s i tu a t io n s .  Ovid seems, f o r  exaJiple, to  be a 
p r in c ip a l  source f o r  t h a t  im agery w hich, as P ro fe sso r  D .W .Jefferson  
has no ted  ( ’A spects of Diyden’ s Im agery’ , Dryden’ s Mind and A r t , ed. 
B.King [E dinburgh, 1969] , p p .24 -42 ), encourages ’ a comic conception  
o f th e  human sp e c ie s , o f th e  p ro cesses  a p p e r ta in in g  to  i t s  c re a tio n  and 
g e n e ra tio n , and of th e  r e la t io n  between so u l and body’ , and a lso  th a t  
im agery which in v e s ts  inan im ate  m a tte r  w ith  a l i f e  o f i t s  own. Dryden 
a lso  draws (see  S c o tt ,  I I I ,  200-1) on Ovid’ s d e s c r ip t io n  o f Aeolus and 
th e  winds and (S c o tt ,  IV, 198-9) on Ovid’ s d e p ic t io n  o f th e  drowning 
o f Ceyx, and a t  s e v e ra l  p o in ts  Dryden’ s language su g g es ts  t h a t  he i s  
remembering th e  Ovidian account of c re a t io n  (se e , fo r  example, S c o t t ,  
I I ,  233, 298,V ,135, V I,131, V II,3 3 5 ,1 1 1 , V I I I ,172 ,254 ,271 ).



58.

ra re  th an  he h im se lf im p lie s  in  th e  D iscourse  on S a t i r e , and h is  c a su a l 

q u o ta tio n s  from , and re fe re n c e s  t o ,  Ovid a t  v a rio u s  p o in ts  in  th e  p ro se  

a re  f u r th e r  in d ic a t io n  o f a g e n e ra l f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  th e  p o e t’ s w o ik .^

I t  even seems p o s s ib le  t h a t  Dryden remembered in  1668 (perhaps from  h is  

re a d in g  of th a t  t r a n s l a t o r  d u rin g  h is  schooldays) a t  l e a s t  one famous
2

moment in  th e  Metamorphoses as i t  had been rendered  by George Sandys.

Among h is  e a r ly  w orks, Dryden’ s re ad in g  o f Ovid shows perhaps most 

c le a r ly  in  Annus M ir a b i l i s , which co n ta in s  s e v e ra l  p o s s ib le  echoes of 

O vidian e x p re ss io n s , as w e ll as one e x p l i c i t  and acknowledged a l lu s io n  

t o ,  and what amounts v i r t u a l l y  to  a sh o r t passage o f t r a n s l a t i o n  from, th e
3

f i r s t  book o f th e  Met amorphoses.

1 . For exam ple, in  th e  Essay of Dram atic Poesy ( S c o t t ,XV,319 ) ,  P reface  to
Tyrannic Love (S c o tt ,  111 ,354), L ife  of P lu ta rc h  ( S c o t t ,X V III,7 0 ),
Preface to  Sylvae (K insley , 1 ,3 9 9 ), D edication to  Amphitryon (S co tt,
V I I I ,9 ) ,  D ed ica tio n  to  E leonora  (S c o tt ,  X I,121), D iscourse  on S a t i r e  
(K in s ley , 11 ,608, 627, 656) ,  Arguments and Notes to  Ju v en a l (K insley ,
I I ,  718 ), P a r a l l e l  o f P a in tin g  ^ d  P o e try  (S c o tt ,  XVII, 293 , 301 -2 ),
L ife  o f Lucian (S c o tt ,  X V III, 7 6 ), D ed ica tion  to  th e  A eneis (K insley ,
I I I ,  1046) .  These a re  sim ply  th e  p a ss in g  re fe re n c e s .

2. See my ’D r^ e n  and Sandys’ Ovid : A N ote’ , 21 (1974), 104. The
v e rs io n  which Dryden su p p lie s  of M et. i .2 9 2  in  th e  E ssay  of Dram atic
Poesy (S c o tt ,  XV, 366) i s  in  f a c t  t h a t  of Sandys, im p e rfe c tly  remembered.

3 . See C a l i fo rn ia ,  I ,  271, 273 , 283 , 287 , 288 , 301. Annus M ir a b i l i s ,
521-528 i s  d i r e c t l y  in d eb ted  to  M et. i . 533-539 (See C a l i fo rn ia ,  I ,  295) 
and Dryden in tro d u c e s  h is  d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  G reat F ire  w ith  an 
acknowledged O vidian a l lu s io n  (See C a l ifo rn ia ,  I ,  257, 3 0 6 ). John 
Warton a lso  saw an a l lu s io n  in  Annus M ir a b i l i s , 351-2 to  F a s t i , i i . 831-2. 
See The P o e tic a l  Works o f John Dryden, . . .  w ith  Notes by th e  Rev.Joseph 
Wart on; th e  Rev. John Warbon D.D. and O thers (4  v o l s . ,  I S l l ;  r p t .  1 v o l . , 
London, 18É3), p . 27.
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In  a  b ro ad er sen se , s in ce  Ovid was, as many l a t e r  commentators

r e a l i s e d ,  one o f th e  m ajor sources f o r  much of th e  ’w i t ty ’ ’p la y f u l ’ o r

’f a n c i f u l ’ p o e try  o f th e  R enaissance and sev en teen th  c e n tu ry , as w e ll as

f o r  many p o e tic  conventions f o r  th e  p o r tr a y a l  o f lo v e r s ’ beh av io u r, h is

in d i r e c t  in f lu e n c e  on Dryden, v ia  such in te rm e d ia r ie s  as Marlowe, Spenser

o r  Cowley in  E n g lish , o r Ariosfo and Tasso in  I t a l i a n  was no doubt

s u b s ta n t ia l ,  bu t in  a way th a t  could no t e a s i ly  be in d ic a te d  by

co n v en tio n a l so u rc e -s tu d y .^  As th e  p r in t e r s  of th e  Amsterdam Metamorphoses

o f 1732 rem arked, Ovid’ s works

. . .  have been one of th e  c h ie f  Sources from which 
th e  most c e le b ra te d  P o e ts , P a in te r s ,  and W its 
s in ce  h is  Time, have formed t h e i r  G enius, 
en riched  t h e i r  Fancy, and d e riv ed  t h e i r
E x c e lle n c e .2

I t  would be d i f f i c u l t  to  im agine th a t  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  G reat F ire  

o f London in  Annus M ir a b i l i s , f o r  exam ple, could have been w r i t te n  in  

q u ite  th e  p la y fu l  way in  which Dryden chose to  w r i te  i t  had th e  Metamorphoses 

n ev er e x is te d .

Dryden’ s f i r s t  reco rded  comments on Ovid a re  in  f a c t  found in  th e  

L e t te r  to  S i r  Robert Howard which was p re f ix e d  to  th a t  poem on i t s  

p u b lic a t io n  in  I 667 . Dryden continued  to  w rite  about Ovid in  h is  p rose  

a t  f a i r l y  freq u e n t in te r v a ls  u n t i l  h is  dea th  in  1700. A c lo se  s c ru t in y  o f 

Dryden’ s v a rio u s  remarks re v e a ls  th a t  h a rd ly  any o f them are  what one 

cou ld  c a l l  s t r i c t l y  o r ig in a l  o b se rv a tio n s . Dryden’s view o f Ovid as i t  

appears in  h is  v a rio u s  p re fa c e s  and c r i t i c a l  essay s  i s  to  a very  la rg e  

e x te n t a s e le c t io n ,  re fo rm u la tio n  and developm ent in  h is  own term s o f

1 . On Ovid’ s in f lu e n c e  on th e  language o f love see p a r t i c u l a r ly  Georges 
May, D’Ovide à Racine (P a r is  and New Haven, 1949).

2 . Ovid’ s Metamorphoses in  L a tin  and E n g lish , T ra n s la te d  by th e  Most 
Eminent Hands. With H is to r ic a l  E x p lic a tio n s  o f th e  F ab le s , w r i t te n  
by th e  Abbot B an ier, 771 (2 v o l s . , Amsterdam, 1732), I ,  S ig .* * r .
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what iaight be termed the body of humanist commonplace about that poet,

and i f  one in sp ects  th at body o f humanist commonplace i t s e l f  -  as 

i t  i s  conveniently  c o lle c te d , fo r  example, by Adrien B a il le t  in  h is  

Jud^emens des Savans (1685), Thomas Pope Blount in  h is  De Re P oetica  

(1694) ,  Peter Burmann in  the Appendix Ovidiana contained in  the fourth  

volume of h is  variorum e d itio n  o f Ovid (Amsterdam, 1727), or, in  our own 

tim e, by W ilfried  Stroh -  i t  becomes apparent th a t much o f the l i t e r a r y  

c r i t i c a l  (as opposed to  a lleg o r ica l/m o ra l or m erely e x e g e tic a l)  commentary 

on Ovid a v a ila b le  to  Dryden amounted to  l i t t l e  more than a development of 

a sm all number o f lead in g  ideas about the poet to  be found in  three o f h is  

very e a r l ie s t  c r i t i c s  -  the two Senecas and Q u in tilia n .^

In h is  C ontroversiae, th e  e ld er  Seneca had compared Ovid to  an 

orator o f h is  own day, Montanus, who, he thought, was l ik e  the poet in  

being carried away w ith  h is  own capacity  fo r  form ulating *sen tentiae* , 

and in  never having learn t one o f the most important ru les  of w ritin g  or 

speaking -  when to  stop;

1 . Adrien B a i l l e t ,  Jugemens des Savans su r  l e s  P rin c ip au x  Ouvrages des 
A uteurs (1685; re v , ed. by M.de Monnoye, 4 v o l s . ,  P a r i s ,  1722), IV, 
l3 4 - l4 ^ ;  S i r  Thomas Pope Bount, De Re P o e tic a  : Or Remarks upon 
P o e try . With C h arac te rs  and Censures of th e  Most C onsiderab le  
P o e ts , Whether A ncient o r Modem. E x tra c te d  out o f th e  Best and 
C hoicest G r it ic k s  (London, 1694); P.Burmann, e d . , P .O v id ii N asonis 
Opera (4 v o l s . ,  Amsterdam, 1727)> IV, 225-234; W ilf r ie d  S tro h , e d . ,  
Ovid im U r te i l  d e r  Nachwelt : E ine Testimoniensammlung (D arm stadt, 
1969) ; In  h is  ^N otes' to  h is  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f *The S to ry  o f Phaeton» 
p u b lish ed  in  P o e t ic a l  M isc e lla n ie s  : The F if th  P a r t . . .  (London, 1704), 
Addison remarked a t  le n g th  on th e  p o v e rty  o f s p e c i f i c a l ly  l i t e r a r y  
(as  opposed to  a l l e g o r ic a l  o r e x e g e tic a l )  commentary on Ovid, in  
term s very  s im i la r  to  th o se  in  which Pope was l a t e r  to  w r i te  of 
Homer» s c r i t i c s  in  th e  very  f i r s t  o f h is  O bservations on Book One 
o f The I l i a d .
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H abet hoc Mont anus vitium  : sen ten t! as suas 
repetendo corrumpit; dum non e s t  contentus 
unam rem semel bene d icere , e f f i c i t  ne bene 
d ix e r it .  Et propter hoc e t propter a l ia  
quibus orator p o test poetae s im il is  v id er i 
so leb at Scaurus Montanum in te r  oratores  
Ovidium vocare; nam et Ovidius n e s c it  quod 
bene c e s s i t  r e lin q u e r e .l

Elsewhere in  the same work, Seneca observes th a t , during h is  tra in in g  as

an orator, Ovid had always chosen to  declaim  »suasoriae» rather than

»con troversiae», s in ce  he found argumentation tiresom e, and when he did

declaim »controversiae» , he always chose th ose which were »ethicae»
p

(»ones in vo lv in g  portrayal o f character»). Seneca then t e l l s  an 

anecdote designed to  demonstrate the extent to  which Ovid recognised , 

yet enjoyed, the fa u lts  o f h is  own poetry: when asked by h is  fr ien d s to

suppress three o f h is  own l in e s ,  he agreed, on condition  th at they would, 

in  turn, agree to  exempt three l in e s  which he had nominated fo r  

p reservation . The th ree l in e s  se le c te d  by Ovid fo r  preservation  turned 

out to  be the same three se le c te d  independently by h is  fr ien d s for
3

d e le t io n . Seneca concludes from t h is  anecdote th a t Ovid was w e ll aware 

of h is  f a u lt s ,  but simply chose not to  amend them. »He used to  say», 

reports Seneca, »that a face i s  the more b e a u tifu l for  some mole».^

S im ila r ly , the younger Seneca, in  h is  Naturales Q uaestiones, had 

commented on the way in  which, in  Book One o f the Metamorphoses, Ovid had

1 . C ontroversiae, 9 .5 .1 7 . See The Elder Seneca, Declam ations, ed. M. 
Wihterbottom (2 v o ls . ,  Cambridge Mass. and London, 1974), I I ,  324. 
See a lso  C ontroversiae, 3 .7 , ( I ,  412).

2 . As M.Winterbottom tr a n s la te s  i t .  See Seneca, D eclam ations, I ,  265.

3 . The story  i s  alluded to  by Dryden in  the D edication to  th e  Aeneis 
(K insley, I I I ,  1049).

4 . Aiebat in terim  decentiorem faciem  esse  in  qua a liq u is  naevos e s s e t .  
(Contr. 2 .12 ; see D eclam ations, ed. Winterbottom, I ,  264).
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ruined h is  m ajestic  d escr ip tio n  o f th e  flood  by descending, through

» tantum impetum in g e n ii  e t m ateriae», in  the subsequent d escr ip tio n  o f

the w olf swimming among th e lambs and the l io n  f lo a t in g  on th e  waves,

to  what he c a l l s  »pueriles in ep tia e» .^  Q u in tilian  had remarked th a t Ovid

was *lascivu8 quidem in  herois» and »nimium amator in g e n ii  su i» , but th at

some of h is  work was admirable, th at he had succeeded remarkably in

moulding the d iverse  m ateria l of the Metamorphoses in to  a coherent whole,

and th a t h is  tragedy Medea (now lo s t )  shows us the h eigh ts to  which he

might have r isen  more c o n s is te n tly  had he chosen to  d is c ip lin e  rather

than to  indulge h is  ta le n t s .  Elsewhere Q u in tilian  c i t e s  Medea again,

t h is  time to  bring out Ovid»s power in  capturing fo r c e fu lly  a general
2

dilemma by s k i l f u l  use of a p a r ticu la r  r h e to r ica l f ig u r e .

B a ille t» s  opening summary, in  h is  Jugemens des Savans, revea ls

th e extent to  which la te r  c r i t i c a l  commentary on Ovid can be described

f a ir ly  ju s t ly  as Roman commentary in  Renaissance dress :

Tous l e s  C ritiques conviennent qu»Ovide avoit 
1»e sp r it  fo r t  beau , & une f a c i l i t é  inconcevable  
pour f a ir  des v ers , mais la  plupart ont reconnu 
en meme-tems que ces avantages de la  Nature l u i  
avoient f a i t  concevoir trop bonne opinion de l u i -  
méme, & lu i  avoient donné trop de confiance en 
ses propres fo r c e s ; . . .3

And the testim on ia  which B a il le t  and the other com pilers o f c r i t i c a l

opinions c o l le c t  bear out t h is  general summary. Though the c r i t i c s

1 . N a tu ra le s  Q u aes tio n es , I I I .  27. 14. Seneca’s ’p u e r i le s  in e p tia e *
are th e  u lt im a te  so u rce , I  tak e  i t ,  f o r  R apin’ s ’ jeunesses»  and 
Dryden»s ’p u e r i l i t i e s ’ (and th e  l a t e r  coinage ’boyism s»).

2 . I n s t i t u t io  O ra to r ia , X .i .8 8 ,  ’Lasc iv u s» , as th e  Oxford L a tin  
D ic tio n a ry  makes c le a r  (meaning 5) i s  a word more n e a r ly  rendered
by th e  E n g lish  ’ex travagan t»  o r ’unrestsrained» th an  our ’ la s c iv io u s » ; 
See a lso  I n s t .  O r. ,  X .i .8 8 ;  IV .i .7 7 ;  X .i .9 8 ;  V I I I .v .6 .

3 . B a i l l e t ,  Jugemens des Savans, p . 134.
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d i f f e r  on some p o in ts  o f d e t a i l  (such as over th e  q u e s tio n  o f  which work

i s  the f in e s t  in  the Ovidian corpus) , S c a lig e r , Rosteau, B arthius, B r ie t,

V avasseur and Rapin a l l  echo, in  v a rio u s  form s, th e  Roman view t h a t ,

d e sp ite  h is  ’v iv a c ité »  and ’fé c o n d ité » , Ovid la ck s  ’ reg ie»  and ’mesure»

and th at a l l  h is  works contain ’des jeunesses», ’ l e  mauvais goût», ’ le s

faux  b r i l l ans» and ’le s  s u p e r f lu i té s » .  Rapin and B o rric h iu s  echo

Q u in t i l ia n ’ s p ra is e  f o r  th e  s k i l l  w ith  which Ovid has connected th e

various t a le s  in  th e Metamorphoses. D aniel H einsius, one o f the most

e n th u s ia s t ic  champions of Ovid among th e  R enaissance com m entators, was

p a r t i c u l a r ly  im pressed w ith  th e  o b se rv a tio n , im p lic i t  in  th e  e ld e r  Seneca

but openly exp ressed  in  Q u in t i l ia n ’ s comments on th e  Medea, th a t  Ovid’s

f o r te  was in  th e  p o r tr a y a l  of human p a ss io n . He commented on t h i s ,  both

in  h is  t r e a t i s e  De T ragoediae C o n s ti tu tio n e  ( I 6I I )  and in  th e  p re fa to ry

m a tte r  to  h is  e d i t io n  of Ovid (1629). B a i l l e t  n o tes  e s p e c ia l ly  h is

ad m ira tio n , in  th e  l a t t e r  work, f o r  th e  H eroides :

. . .D a n ie l  H einsiu s d i t  que l ’ im ita t io n  
des p ass io n s  & l ’ ex p ress io n  des in c l in a t io n s  
& des mouvemens du coeur y p a ro i t  d ’une t e l l e  
m anière, qu’ on v o it  b ien  que c ’e s t - l à  le  grand 
t a l e n t  d ’O v id e . . . !

That Dryden had in  h is  e a r l i e r  y ea rs  a s s im ila te d  th e  broad d r i f t  of 

what we m ight c a l l  th e  body of Roman/humanist commonplace about Ovid 

w ithou t a tte n d in g  o v e r-sc ru p u lo u sly  to  i t s  d e t a i l s  i s  re v e a le d  by th e  

way in  which C r i te s ,  one o f th e  speakers in  th e  Essay of Dram atic Poesy, 

c o n f la te s  (w ithou t a p p a ren tly  r e a l i s in g  i t )  th e  two Senecas* s t r i c t u r e s  

on Ovid’ s p r o l i x i t y ,  and a lso  by th e  way in  which th e  P re face  to  An 

Evening’ s Love (16?1 ), when using  Ovid as a  p a r a l l e l  f o r  th e  ’ s u p e r f lu i ty

1. B a i l l e t ,  Jugemens des Savans, p .143.



64.

and w aste o f w i t ’ to  be found in  F le tc h e r  and S hakespeare, he quotes a

remark from Q u in ti l ia n  w hich, though ex p ress in g  sen tim en ts  s im ila r  to

th o se  which th e  Roman c r i t i c  vo iced  about Ovid, was in  f a c t  o r ig in a l ly

made about C ice ro .^

In  h is  f i r s t  pu b lish ed  remarks on Ovid, in  th e  Annus M ira b ilis

D ed icato ry  L e t te r ,  Dryden ex p resses  a view of th e  p o e t’ s t a l e n t s  which

i s  c lo se  to  th e  enthusiasm  of D an ie l H e in siu s , He p ra is e s  Ovid’ s

’in v e n tio n ’ and f e r t i l e  ’fa n c y ’ , th e  ’ ingenium ’ p ra is e d  by Ovid’ s e a r l i e s t

c r i t i c s  and by so many of th e  hum anists, w ithou t commenting a t  th e  same

tim e (as many o f them had done) on how th e  e x e rc ise  o f t h a t  f a c u l ty  had

le d  him in to  p r o l i x i ty ,  ex cess, and t r i v i a l i t y .  For Dryden in  1667,

Ovid i s  th e  d ram atic  poet p a r  e x c e lle n c e , a b le r  even th a n  V irg il  a t

c re a tin g  th e  i l l u s io n  in  h is  verse  of a p ro ta g o n is t in  th e  g r ip  of

overwhelming p ass io n s :

Ovid images more o fte n  th e  movements and a f fe c t io n s  
o f th e  mind, e i th e r  combating between two co n tra ry  
p a s s io n s , or ex trem ely  discom pos’d by one: h is  words
th e re fo re  are th e  l e a s t  p a r t  o f h is  c a re , f o r  he 
p ic tu re s  N ature in  d is o rd e r ,  w ith  which th e  s tu d y  and 
choice of words i s  in c o n s i s te n t .  This i s  th e  p ro p er 
w it of D ialogue o r D isco u rse , and, consequen tly , of 
th e  Drama, where a l l  th a t  i s  s a id  i s  to  be suppos’d 
th e  e f f e c t  of sudden though t ; which, though i t  
excludes not th e  quickness o f w it in  r e p a r te e s ,  y e t 
adm its not a to o  cu rio u s  e le c t io n  of w ords, to o  
freq u e n t a l lu s io n s ,  o r use of T ropes, o r , in  f i n e , 
any th in g  th a t  showes rem oteness o f th o u g h t, o r 
la b o u r in  th e  W rite r .

(K insley , I ,  47)

1 . See G.Watson, e d .,  John Dryden : Of Dramatic Poesy and O ther C r i t i c a l  
Essays (2 v o l s . ,  London, 1962), I ,  80. For Q u in t i l ia n ’ s rem ark, see 
I n s t . O r . , V I . i i i .1 3 .
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Ovid, a t  t h i s  d a te , a lso  met f o r  Dryden a t  l e a s t  some of th e

req u irem en ts  which he f e l t  were needed in  w r i t in g  such a ’h e ro ic  o r

h i s t o r i c a l ’ poem as he f e l t  he had h im se lf ju s t  com pleted in  Annus

M ir a b i l i s . In  p a r t i c u la r ,  Ovid met Dryden’ s demand th a t  th e  au th o r of

such a poem should  s e t ’b e fo re  your eyes th e  absen t o b je c t ,  as p e r f e c t ly

and more d e l ig h t f u l ly  th en  n a tu re ’ :

Though [ v i r g i l ]  d e sc r ib e s  h is  Dido w e ll and 
n a tu r a l l y ,  in  th e  v io le n c e  o f h e r  p a s s io n s , 
y e t  he must y ie ld  in  t h a t  to  th e  M yrrha, 
th e  B ib l is ,  th e  A lth aea , o f Ovid; f o r ,  as 
g rea t an adm irer of him as I  am, I  must 
acknowledge, t h a t ,  i f  I  see  no t more o f 
t h e i r  Souls th en  I  see of D ido’ s ,  a t  l e a s t  I  
have a g re a te r  concernment f o r  them; and th a t  
convinces me th a t  Ovid has to u c h ’d th o se  te n d e r  
s tro k e s  more d e l i c a te ly  th e n  V ir g i l  co u ld .

(K in sley , I ,  47)

And s in c e , in  c o n c e n tra tin g  on th e  p o r t r a y a l  o f p a ss io n , Ovid’ s ’w o rd s .. .  

a re  th e  l e a s t  p a r t  of h is  c a re ’ , h is  s ty le  la ck s  th o se  fe a tu re s  which would 

be in im ic a l to  ’th e  p ro p e r w it o f an H eroick o r H is to r ic a l  Poem’ , such as 

’th e  je rk  o r s t in g  of an Epigram’ , ’th e  seeming c o n tra d ic t io n  of a poor 

A n t i th e s is ’ and ’th e  g in g le  o f a  more poor Paranom asia’ . ^

In  th e  Essay o f Dram atic Poesy, d ra f te d  b e fo re  th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f 

Annus M i r a b i l i s , but pu b lish ed  s ix  months a f t e r  i t  i n  August 1667, Dryden 

re p e a te d  (th rough  th e  mouth o f Eugenius) h is  p ra is e  of Ovid’ s d ram atic  

g i f t s  in  te rm s s t r ik in g ly  s im ila r  to  th o se  o f th e  e a r l i e r  D ed ica tio n . He 

even used two of th e  same examples from th e  Metamorphoses as to u ch sto n es  

o f Ovid’ s s k i l l  a t  ’ s t i r  [r in g ] u p . . .  concernm ent’ fo r  h is  h e ro in e s .^  But 

in  th e  same E ssay , C r i te s ,  th e  su p p o rte r  ( i t  should be no ted) of th e  drama

1. K in s ley , I ,  46.
2 . On th e  d a te  of th e  E ssay , see Watson, e d . .  Of Dram atic Poesy, I ,  10.

For E ugen ius’ speech, see S c o t t ,  XV, 321.
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o f  th e A ncients, i s  made to  v o ic e , as part o f h is  ob jection s against the  

use o f rhymed verse in  p la y s , some o f the c la s s ic a l  o b jectio n s to  Ovid: 

how can rhyme, C rites argues, be thought to  ex erc ise  a d is c ip lin in g  

fu nction  on the im agination o f modem poets when the d if fe r e n t , but 

equ ally  rigorou s, ru les  o f Latin verse were o f no use in  preventing Ovid 

from ’ saying too  much on every su b jec t’ .^ These o b jec tio n s, as we have 

seen , were r e - ite r a te d  by Dryden in  propria persona th ree  years la te r ,  

in  the Preface to  An Evening’ s Love.

Dryden’ s th inking about Ovid, as we know from some remarks made

about twenty years la t e r ,  was given a p a r ticu la r  focus and an added

impetus in  the early  1670’ s by a new p o e tic  in te r e s t  which he had

developed, or rather been encouraged to  develop, around th a t date.

In the Discourse Concerning S a tire  p refixed  to  h is  Juvenal o f 1693,

Dryden t e l l s  us th a t , about twenty years p rev iou sly , the Scots man of

l e t t e r s .  S ir  George Mackenzie, had suggested to  him th a t he should se t

h im self to  im ita te , in  a more system atic manner than he had done h ith e r to ,

the ’Elegant tu rn s, e ith e r  on the word, or on the thought’ which are to
2

be found in  the verse of W aller and Denham. Dryden was taken w ith the  

id ea  and not content with the ’tu rn s’ which he found in  those two p o ets , 

he says, he s e t  out to  fin d  th ose  poets in  which th is  p a r ticu la r  s t y l i s t i c

1. See S c o tt ,  XV, 366.
2 . See K in sley , I I ,  665.
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d ev ice , so much admired by contemporary Frenchmen, was most prominently

and s k i l f u l ly  used.^ Looking in  vain fo r  them in  Cowley and M ilton,

he says, he f in a l ly  found them in  abundance in  Spenser and Tasso, and,

above a l l ,  in  th e ir  ’two P rin cip le  Fountains’ , V ir g il and Ovid. Dryden

i s  carefu l to  point out th a t th e term ’tu rn ’ , as he i s  using  i t  in  t h is

p re fa c e , should not be tak en  to  cover a l l  forms of s tu d ie d  w ordplay o r

rh e to r ica l a r t i f ic e :  i t  i s  to  be sharply d if fe r e n t ia te d , fo r  example,

from those ’ Points of Wit) and Quirks o f Epigram’ which he deplores as

being ’p u e r i l i t i e s ’ e n t ir e ly  out o f p lace in  Cowley’ s ep ic  The D av id eis .

’Turns’ , as the example of V ir g il male es c lea r , are q u ite  compatible in
2

Dryden’ s mind a t t h i s  d a te  w ith  th e  ep ic  s ty le .

1 . K insley , I I ,  666. On th e  vogue of ’to u rn é ’ in  F rance , see  S i r  George 
E therege , The Man o f Mode, I V . i i .  146-148 and Dryden, M arriage à l a  
Mode I I . i  (S c o tt ,  IV, 2&4), where i t  i s  used by th e  a f fe c te d  M elantha. 
That th e  term  ’to u rn é ’ had a g r e a te r  v a r ie ty  o f overtones in  French 
th an  i s  allow ed f o r ,  say , in  th e  d is c u s s io n s  o f J .S p in g a m  ( C r i t i c a l  
Essays o f th e  Seventeenth  Century [3 v o l s . ,  Oxford, 1908], I ,  x lv -x lv i)  
o r W.P.Ker (Essays of John Dryden [2 v o l s . ,  Oxford, 1900], I I ,  288)
i s  shown by th e  second o f Dominique Bouhours’ E n tre t ie n s  d ’A r is te  e t 
d ’Eugène (P a r is ,  l6 7 l ) ,  pp. 93-96: ’La Langue F ran ç o ise ’ . ’T our’
and ’d é l i c a t ’ a re  two of th e  ’ e x p re ss io n s  n o u v e lle s ’ expounded by 
Eugene to  A ris te  who’ s been out of town re c e n t ly .  See a lso  R .Rapin,
The Whole C r i t i c a l  Works (2 v o l s . ,  London, 1706), I I ,  28. For th e  
imponJation o f ’t o u r ’ in to  England a3 a c r i t i c a l  te rm  w ith  v a rio u s  
p o s s ib le  im p lic a tio n s , see B .S tran g , ’Dryden’ s In n o v a tio n s  in  C r i t i c a l  
V ocabulary’ , D .U .J . ,  51 (1959), 114-123, and P.J.Sm allw ood, ’A Dryden 
A llu s io n  to  Rymer’ s R apin’ , , 23 (1976), 554.

2. See C a l ifo rn ia ,  I ,  326. In  1697, in  th e  D ed ica tion  to  th e  Aeneis 
(K in sley , I I I ,  1048), Dryden though t th e  ep ic  poem ’to o  s t a t e l y  to  
re c e iv e  th o se  l i t t l e  Ornaments’ , and blames h is  own la p se s  in to  ’tu r n s ’ 
in  h is  t r a n s la t io n  on an O vidian fondness f o r  h is  own v ic e s .  On th e  
s u b je c t ,  see a lso  G .W illiam son. The P roper Wit of P o e try  (London, 1951) 
p . 117.
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But in  th e  D iscourse Dryden seems more concerned to  d e sc r ib e  th e  

n a tu re  o f th e  ’t u r n ’ , and i l l u s t r a t e  i t  w ith  exam ples, th a n  to  d e fin e  

th e  c ircum stances in  which i t  i s  a ccep tab le  as a  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e . He 

c le a r ly  w ishes here  to  draw an e v a lu a tiv e  d i s t in c t io n  between th e  v e rb a l 

w it of Cowley and th a t  of Ovid, though , as we s h a l l  se e , he con tinued  to  

c r i t i c i s e  Ovid’ s w it in  term s v e iy  s im ila r  to  th o se  which he u ses  f o r  

Cowley’ s in  t h i s  p re fa c e .

I t  was, indeed , a m a tte r  of some g e n e ra l d isagreem ent and u n c e r ta in ty  

among th e  c r i t i c s  o f Dryden’ s day w hether Ovid’ s w it should  be condemned 

along w ith , and on s im ila r  grounds t o ,  t h a t  o f th e  ’c o n c e ite d ’ p o e try  

o f M arino, Gongora, A rio s to  and th e  E n g lish  m e tap h y sica ls . W alsh, f o r  

example, in  th e  P reface  to  h is  L e tte rs  and Poems, Amorous and G a llan t o f 

1692 (a  p re fa c e  r e fe r re d  to  by Dryden in  th e  passage from th e  D iscourse 

on S a t i r e  under d isc u ss io n )  though t t h a t ,  whereas modern love p o e ts  l ik e  

P e tra rc h  and Cowley ’ f i l l  t h e i r  Verses w ith  th o u g h ts  t h a t  a re  s u rp r is in g  

and g l i t t e r i n g ,  but no t te n d e r , p a s s io n a te , o r  n a tu r a l  to  a Man in  Love’ , 

Ovid s t r ik e s  th e  t r u l y  n a tu r a l  and d e l ic a te  n o te .^  Leonard W elsted, 

w r i t in g  in  1712, e x p l i c i t ly  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  th e  ’T u rns’ o f Cowley, th e  

p ro d u c ts  o f ’ so lu x u r ia n t a Fancy, t h a t  I  can compare him to  n o th ing  more 

p ro p e rly  th a n  a to o  r ic h  S o i l ,  which b reeds Flow ers and Weeds p rom iscuously , 

and e x e r ts  i t  s e l f  w ith  so g re a t an Exuberance, th a t  a t  le n g th  i t  becomes 

B arren t h r o ’ i t s  F e r t i l i t y ’ , from th o se  of Ovid which a re  (W elsted i n s i s t s ) ,  

d e s p ite  what Dryden say s , ’ a r t f u l  S tro k es  which p la y  upon th e  P ass io n s ,

1 . [v /illia m  W alshJ, L e tte r s  and Poems, Amorous and G a llan t (London, 1692), 
S ig . A3r.
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and awake the Mind: . . .  the very reverse of those fr iv o lo u s  and

unnatural C onceits, with which the Taste of t h is  Age has been so

m iserably debauch’d’ .^

René Rapin, the in f lu e n t ia l  French c r i t ic  whom Dryden was reading

so a tte n t iv e ly  in  the l6yO’ s , rep ea ts, as we have already seen , some of

the Roman reservation s about Ovid’ s ’ copiousness’ , and comments on the

’ je u n e s s e s ’ which mar th e  M etamorphoses, bu t h is  main s t r i c t u r e s  on th e

subject of ’p o in ted ’ w r itin g , and ’fa ls e  w it ’ are d irected  not at Ovid,

but at the I ta l ia n s ,  Tasso, Guarini and B o n arelli, who ( in  th e  words of

Thomas Rymer’ s tr a n s la tio n ) ’ always th ink rather to  speak th in gs w i t t i ly
2

than n a tu ra lly ’ and who consequently d isp la y  much ’w it out o f season’ .

S im ila r ly , Dominique Bouhours, the French c r i t i c  who was perhaps 

more s e n s it iv e  than any other to  the ’ abondance v ic ie u s e ’ , the ’profusion  

de pensées fau sses ou in u t i l e s ’ to  be found in  much o f the poetry of 

the previous hundred years, i s  c o n s is te n tly  warm in  h is  appreciation  o f

1 . L .W elsted, The Works o f D ionysius Longinus, . . .  w ith  Some Remarks
on th e  E n g lish  Poets (London, 1712), pp. 170-172. For a  s im ila r
view, see [C h arles  G ildonJ , The Laws of P oetry  (London, 1721), 
p . 284. G ildon accuses Dryden o f ’debasing  Ovid to  th e  le v e l  of 
Cowley, o r some worse modem composer o f love songs and amorous 
m a d rig a ls . ’

2. For Dryden’ s read ing  of R apin, see  Ward, L i f e , p p .108, 140. For
R apin’ s comments on Ovid, see  René R apin, Les R éflex ions su r  l a  
P o é tiq u e , ed . E.T.D ubois (Geneva, 1970) p .91. (E é f l .  I I .x v ) ;
R é f l . I .v x x iv  (ed . Dubois, p p .58-59); I . x l .  (ed . Dubois, p p .67 -7 0 ). 
For Rymer’s Rapin on th e  I t a l i a n s ,  see R .Rapin, R eflex ions on A ris
t o t l e ’s T re a t is e  o f P o e s ie , [ t r a n s . T.RymerJ (London, 1674)1 p .5 é ,
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Ovid, and in  h is  in s is ta n c e  on Ovid’ s ’n a tu r a l ’ q u a l i t i e s . ^

Joseph Addison, however, both  in  h is  e a r ly  ’N otes’ to  h is  t r a n s la t io n s

from th e  M etamorphoses, and in  No. 62 o f The S p e c ta to r , c la s s e s  Ovid and

Cowley to g e th e r  as th e  le ad in g  a n c ie n t and modern e x h ib ito r  r e s p e c t iv e ly
2

of what he c a l l s  ’mixed w i t ’ . T his he d e fin e s  as a  ty p e  of w it which i s  

n e i th e r  p u re ly  v e rb a l q u ib b lin g  no r th e  b e s t  k ind  o f w it ,  t h a t  k in d  which 

i s  ab le  to  lo c a te  a resem blance between two ap p a ren tly  d is s im ila r  o b je c ts  

which th e  re a d e r  f in d s  a t once n a tu r a l  and new. J u s t  as Rapin had 

c r i t i c i s e d  th e  I t a l i a n s  G uarin i and B o n a re ll i  f o r  always ’th in k  [ in g j  

r a th e r  to  speak th in g s  w i t t i l y ,  th a n  n a tu r a l ly ’ , so Addison f in d s  th a t  

’we may every  where observe in  Ovid, th a t  he employs h is  In v en tio n  more 

th an  h is  Judgm ent, and speaks a l l  th e  Ingen ious th in g s  th a t  can be s a id  

on th e  S u b je c t, r a th e r  th an  th o se  which are  p a r t i c u la r ly  p ro p e r to  the
3

Person and C ircum stances o f th e  S peaker’ . But i t  i s  p a r t i c u la r ly

in te r e s t in g  to  no te  th a t  in  th e  S p e c ta to r  paper which fo llo w s h is  

c a s t ig a t io n  o f ’mixed w i t ’ , a paper which co n ta in s  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f a

1 . D .Bouhours, E n t r e t ie n s , p . 216; Pensées In gén ieuses des A nciens e t 
des Modernes (new é d .,  P a r is ,  1734), p p .ü i-l, 148-9, 191, 358. See 
a lso  D.Bouhours, The Art of C r it ic is m  (London, 1705 : a t r a n s la t io n
of La M anière de b ien  p en se r dans le s  Ouvrages d ’e s p r i t  f P a r i s ,  1687J )
Eudoxus, an adm irer of th e  Romans, p ra is e s  Ovid on pp. 105, 134, 148, 
150- 151, I 6I - I 62 of t h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n .

2. These both  draw, as has been p o in ted  o u t, on Dryden’ s remarks about
’tu r n s ’ , and on th e  c r i t ic i s m  of Bouhours. See G .W illiam son,
The P roper Wit of P o e try , p . 121.

3 . P o e tic a l  M isc e lla n ie s  ; th e  F if th  P a rt (London, 1704), p . 591.
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f a n t a s t i c  dream supposedly  experienced  by th e  w r i te r ,  Addison makes 

copious use of th e  v e ry  k ind  o f anim ated pun which he had claim ed so to  

dep lo re  in  th e  w r i t in g s  o f Cowley and Ovid. I t  i s  a re c u rre n t f e a tu re  

of much commentary on Ovid ( in c lu d in g  Dryden’ s) th a t  th e  c r i t i c  i s  

s e c r e t ly  c a p tiv a te d  w ith  th o se  v e ry  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  which he claim s 

to  d ep lo re .

Dryden i s ,  as I  have s a id , more concerned in  th e  D iscourse  on S a t i r e

to  d e fin e  what he means by th e  v a rio u s  c a te g o r ie s  of ’t u r n s ’ which he has

d esc rib e d  th a n  to  be p re c is e  about where he s tan d s  in  g e n e ra l term s on

th e  q u estio n  o f th e  fa ls e n e s s  o r ’n a tu ra ln e s s ’ o f Ovid’ s w i t .  The

examples of d i f f e r e n t  ty p e s  of ’t u r n ’ which he g iv es  c l a r i f y  th e  g e n e ra l

d e f in i t io n  of th e  dev ice  o ffe re d  by th e  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  commentator,

Anthony B lackw all :

The most charming R e p e titio n s  a re  th o s e , whereby 
th e  p r in c ip a l  Words in  a S en tence , e i th e r  th e  same 
in  Sound, o r  S ig n i f ic a t io n ,  a re  rep ea ted  w ith  such 
Advantage and Improvement, as r a is e s  a new Thought, 
o r g iv es  a  m usical Cadence and Harmony to  th e  P e rio d .
These in  E n g lish  a re  c a l l ’d f in e  Turns ; and a re  
e i th e r  upon th e  Words on ly , o r th e  Thought, o r  b o th .
A d ex tro u s  Turn upon Words i s  p r e t ty ;  th e  Turn upon 
th e  Thought s u b s ta n t ia l ;  bu t th e  Consummation and 
Grown o f a l l ,  i s ,  when bo th  th e  Sound o f th e  Words 
i s  g r a te f u l ,  and t h e i r  Meaning com prehensive; when 
both  th e  Reason and th e  Ear a re  e n te r ta in ’d w ith  a 
nob le  Thought v ig o ro u s ly  e x p re ss ’d , and b e a u t i f u l ly  
f i n i s h ’d . . .  S trong and vehement P assions w i l l  n o t 
admit Turns upon Words; nor ought th e y  to  have 
p lace  in  H eroic  Poems, o r  in  grave E x h o rta tio n s , and
solemn D iscourses o f M o ra lity . 1

Theexançiles from Ovid which Dryden g iv es  o f th e  ’tu rn  on w ords’

in d ic a te  th a t  th e  p le a su re  which t h i s  d ev ice  o f f e r s  th e  re a d e r  i s ,  as 

B lackw all su g g es ts , in  see in g  a word, p a i r  of words, or even a whole

p h rase  re p ea ted  w ith  a d i f f e r e n t  gram m atical s ig n if ic a n c e  (a  dev ice  to

1 . Anthony Blackwa l l , In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  C la ss ic s  (London, 1718), p p .202-3
B lackw all’ s l a s t  sen tence  obv iously  draws on Dryden’ s th o u g h t, both  in  
th e  P reface  to  Fables and th e  D ed ica tion  to  th e  A en eis .
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which ah in f l e c te d  language l ik e  L a tin  obv iously  len d s  i t s e l f  very

r e a d i ly ) .  A ’tu rn  on th e  th o u g h ts  and th e  w ords’ , however, o ccu rs , as

Dryden’ s examples make c le a r ,  when th e  re a d e r  ex p erien ces  som ething more

th an  th e  a e s th e t ic  p le a su re  o f rep ea ted  words or p h ra se s , when th e

rh etorica l figure i s  a lso  a means to  a heightened in sig h t in to  what i s

being  ta lk e d  abou t. In  th e  example which he c i t e s  from C a tu llu s ’

Complaint o f A riadne, f o r  in s ta n c e , th e  r h e to r ic a l  r e p e t i t io n s  b rin g

home to  us that men are reckless and irresponsib le in  what they promise

and swear to  women both  befo re  th e y  seduce them, and a f t e r  th e  sed u c tio n

i s  complete -  but f o r  very  d i f f e r e n t  reasons I And in  th e  example from

th e  Orpheus s to ry  in  V ir g i l ’ s G eo rg ies ,

Cum s u b it  a incautum  dem entia c e p it  Amant em;
Ignoscenda quidem, s c i r e n t  s i  ig n o scere  Manes.

th e  ’t u r n ’ on th e  two d i f f e r e n t  gram m atical forms of ’ ig n o sc e re ’ d e l ic a te ly

re in fo rc e s  th e  pathos of Orpheus’ p l ig h t  -  th e  c ircum stances in  which he

f in d s  h im se lf are  not th o se  in  which th e  human q u a l i ty  o f ’fo rg iv e n e s s ’

i s  a p p lic a b le  o r p o s s ib le . The Shades know no such com passion.

I f  in  1667 , Dryden had associated Ovid’s capacity to  ’ concern’ the

re a d e r  w ith  th e  predicam ent o f h is  h e ro in e s  w ith  an absence of r h e to r ic a l

a r t i f i c e  o f any k in d , te n  y e a rs  l a t e r  (presum ably a f t e r  h is  co n v ersa tio n

w ith  S i r  George Mackenzie about ’t u r n s ’ ) ,  h is  read in g  of B o ileau ’ s

Longin (among o th e r  th in g s )  had encouraged him to  s h i f t  h is  ground

somewhat, and to  admit t h a t ,  i f  a r t f u l l y  managed, ’bo ld  f ig u r e s ’ of

c e r ta in  k inds can, in  f a c t ,  be an ex trem ely  e f f e c t iv e  a id  in  th e

p o r t r a y a l  o f a  h e ro ’ s p a ss io n  in  an h e ro ic  poem;

. . .  th e y  a re  p r in c ip a l ly  to  be used in  p ass io n ;
when we speak more warmly, and w ith  more p r e c ip i ta t io n
th a n  a t  o th e r  t im e s . . .  th e  poe t must p u t on th e  p ass io n
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he endeavours to  re p re s e n t:  A man i n  such an occasion
i s  no t coo l enough, e i th e r  t o  reason  r i g h t l y ,  o r  to  
t a l k  calm ly. A ggravations a re  th en  in  t h e i r  p ro p er 
p la c e s ;  in te r r o g a t io n s ,  ex c lam ations, h y p e rb a ta , 
o r a  d iso rd e re d  connection  o f d is c o u rse , a re  
g ra c e fu l th e r e ,  because th e y  a re  n a tu r a l .

(S c o tt ,  V, 113)

Two y e a rs  l a t e r ,  in  th e  essay  The Grounds o f C r it ic is m  in  Tragedy

p re f ix e d  to  h is  a d a p ta tio n  of T ro ilu s  and C re s s id a , Dryden ap p lied

s im ila r  arguments to  th e  p o r tr a y a l  of p ass io n  in  drama. S hakespeare,

he su g g es ts  in  th e  essay , ’understood  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  p a s s io n s ’ but

sometimes f a i l e d  to  d is t in g u is h  ’th e  blown p u ffy  s ty le  from t r u e

s u b lim ity ’ . B ut, Dryden h a s t i ly  adds.

I t  i s  no t t h a t  I  would explode th e  use o f m etaphors 
from p a ss io n , f o r  Longinus th in k s  them n e ce ssa ry  to  
r a is e  i t :  but to  use them a t  every  word, to  say
n o th in g  w ithou t a  m etaphor, a  s im ile , an image, o r 
d e s c r ip t io n , i s ,  I  doub t, to  sm ell a  l i t t l e  to o  
s tro n g ly  o f th e  busk in . . . .  i t  i s  n e i th e r  h e ig h t of 
though t th a t  i s  discommended, no r p a th e t ic  vehemence, 
no r any nob leness o f ex p ress io n  in  i t s  p ro p e r p la c e , 
but i t  i s  a  f a l s e  measure of a l l  th e s e ,  som ething 
which i s  l ik e  them, and i s  n o t them;

(S c o tt ,  VI, 261- 2 , 264)

Dryden, th e n , i s  now argu ing  t h a t ,  bo th  in  th e  case  of h e ro ic  p o e try  and 

in  th a t  of drama, i t  i s  no t th e  p resence  o r absence o f r h e to r ic a l  t ro p e s , 

m etaphors, tu r n s ,  or any o th e r  s t y l i s t i c  fe a tu re  p e r  se which impedes 

th e  convincing p o r tr a y a l  o f p a ss io n , but th e  s k i l l  w ith  which th o se  

d ev ices  a re  handled by th e  in d iv id u a l  p o e t.

In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  Dryden i s  responding  to  th e  s tro n g e r  s id e  o f th e  

c r i t i c a l  th in k in g  of René Rapin, th e  s id e  in  which th a t  c r i t i c  appears 

n o t as a r ig id  fo rm a lis t  o r Rules c r i t i c ,  bu t as a  s e n s i t iv e  a n a ly s t of 

th e  m yste rious and in e x p lic a b le  elem ent in  th e  c re a tio n  o f a  work of 

l i t e r a r y  a r t . Rapin had fo rm ulated  in  t e l l i n g  te rm s how th e  d e p ic tio n  

o f th e  ’m anners’ , th e  outward s ig n s  of th e  w orkings of th e  in n e r  man, 

cou ld  n ever be a m a tte r  o f fo llo w in g  a s e r ie s  o f form ulae o r  r u le s ,  but
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must always u lt im a te ly  depend on th e  discernm ent o f th e  in d iv id u a l  

w r i t e r .^

For many y e a rs  b e fo re  1679, Dryden had been tu rn in g  over in

v a rio u s  co n tex ts  in  h is  c r i t i c a l  p rose  th e  two r e la te d  q u e s tio n s  o f how

c h a ra c te r  could  b e s t be p o rtray e d  in  drama and e p ic , and what was th e

’p ro p e r w i t ’ o f v a rio u s  k inds of p o e try . As has o f te n  been p o in ted  o u t,

th e  Heads of an Answer to  Rymer and The Grounds of C r it ic is m  a re  b o th ,

to  a la rg e  e x te n t ,  a ttem p ts  a t  a  re p ly  to  th e  r a d ic a l  ch a llen g es  on both

th e s e  q u estio n s  re p re se n te d  by th e  work of Rapin and l i is  E n g lish

t r a n s l a t o r ,  Thomas Rymer. In  The Grounds o f C r itic ism , much of Dryden’ s

re p ly  to  Rapin and Rymer i s  c a s t in  a form which fo llow s th e  m echan istic

c r i t i c a l  c a te g o r ie s  e s ta b lis h e d  by th e  p e d a n tic  French c r i t i c  of th e  e p ic ,

René le  Bossu, c a te g o r ie s  which Dryden t r i e s  t o  use (e x tra o rd in a ry  as i t

may seem) to  defend th e  p lay s  of S hakespeare. But a t one p o in t in  th e

e ssa y , Dryden s e ts  Le Bossu a s id e  and re v e a ls  how h is  read in g  of a  passage

in  R apin’ s R eflex ions had brought home to  him how g rav e ly  he had e rre d  in

h is  own p o r tr a y a l  o f p a ss io n , and in  th e  p ro p r ie ty  id .th  which he had

handled th e  w it in  some of h is  own h e ro ic  p la y s . In  o rd e r to  ’move th e

p a s s io n s ’ , Dryden a rg u es.

There i s  y e t an o th er o b s ta c le  to  be removed, 
which i s ,  -  p o in ted  w i t ,  and sen ten ces  a f fe c te d  
ou t o f season ; th e re  a re  n o th in g  o f k in  to  th e

1 . On t h i s  s u b je c t ,  see E .B .O .B orgerhoff, The Freedom o f French C lass ic ism  
(P rin c e to n , 1950), p p .174-186, and I.D .M acK illop , The M ilieu  o f 
C r it ic is m  : French and E n g lish  N eo-C lassicism  in  th e  S even teen th  
C entury (U npublished PhD D is s e r ta t io n ,  U n iv e rs ity  o f L e ic e s te r ,  1972), 
e sp . C hapter I I I  : ’Le Révérend Père René R apin’ .

2. See J .C .Sherwood, ’Dryden and th e  Rules : th e  P reface  to  T ro ilu s  and 
C re ss id a ’ , Comparative L i te r a t u r e , 2 (1950), 73-83.
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v io len ce  of p a ss io n : no man i s  a t  le i s u r e  to  make
sen ten ces  and s im ile s ,  when h is  so u l i s  in  an
agony, I  th e  r a th e r  name t h i s  f a u l t ,  t h a t  i t
may serve  to  mind me of my form er e r ro r s ;  
n e i th e r  w i l l  I  sp are  m yself, b u t g ive  an 
example o f t h i s  k ind  from my " In d ia n  Emperor".

(S c o t t ,  VI, 260, 261)

Rapin, we remember, had c r i t i c i s e d  bo th  th e  I t a l i a n  p o e ts  and

Seneca on th e s e  very  grounds (Rymer’ s t r a n s l a t i o n  even in c lu d e s  th e

word ’p o in t s ’ and th e  phrase ’w it out of sea so n ’ ) .  In  an e ssay

p u b lish ed  in  1672, an o th er French c r i t i c ,  St.Evrem ond, had charged Ovid,

in  s t r ik in g ly  s im ila r  te rm s , w ith  being  w i t ty  in  in a p p ro p r ia te  c ircum stances

Je  s u is  a u s s i  peu persuadé de l a  v io len ce  d ’une 
p a ss io n  qui e s t  in g én ieu se  à  s ’ exprim er p a r  l a  
d iv e r s i t é  des p en sées. Une ame touchée  sensib lem en t 
ne l a i s s e  pas à l ’ e s p r i t  l a  l i b e r t é  de pen ser 
beaucoup, e t  moins encore de se  d i v e r t i r  dans 
l a  v a r ié té  de ses co n cep tio n s . C’e s t  en quoi 
je  ne p u is  s o u f f r i r  l a  b e l le  im ag in a tio n  d ’Ovide: 
i l  e s t  in g én ieu x  dans l a  d o u leu r; i l  se met en 
p e ine  de f a i r  v o ir  de l ’ e s p r i t ,  quand vous 
n ’ a tte n d ez  que du s e n tim e n t .1

Dryden was now c le a r ly  making connec tions between h is  r e f le c t io n s  

on Ovid’ s p o r t r a y a l  of p a ss io n  and th e  o th e r  th o u g h ts  which he had been 

c o n s ta n tly  tu rn in g  over in  h is  mind du rin g  th e  l 670’ s about th e  ’w it out 

of seaso n ’ in  h is  own p lay s  and th e  k inds of eloquence which m ight be 

though t p la u s ib le  o r d e s ir a b le  in  th e  a r t i s t i c  p o r tr a y a l  of d ram atic

speech . This can perhaps be seen to  b e s t advantage in  th e  fo llo w in g

passage from th e  P reface  to  h is  f i r s t  volume to  co n ta in  O vidian t r a n s 

l a t i o n s ,  th e  c o lla b o ra t iv e  Ovid’ s E p is t le s  o f I 68O :

. . . th e  Copiousness o f h is  Wit was su ch ,
th a t  he o f te n  w r it  to o  p o in te d ly  f o r  h is  
S u b je c t, and made h is  p ersons speak more

1 . ’Sur l e s  C arac tè re s  des T ra g é d ie s ’ (1672) in  Oeuvres M elées de S a in t-  
Evremond, ed. C .Giraud ( P a r is ,  1865), I I ,  338-339.
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E lo q u en tly  th a n  th e  v io le n c e  o f t h e i r  
Passion  would adm it; so t h a t  he i s  f r e q u e n tly  
w it ty  out of season: le av in g  th e  Im ita tio n  o f 
N atu re , and th e  co o le r d ic ta te s  o f h i s  Judgm ent, 
f o r  th e  f a ls e  app lause of Fancy.

(K in s ley , I ,  180)
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( i i )  ’Ovid’s E p istle s* (1680) : the Preface and the Poems

In  1679 , ivith th e  p u b lic a t io n  o f T ro ilu s  and C re ss id a , Dryden 

began th e  p a r tn e rs h ip  w ith  th e  young p u b lis h e r  Jacob Tonson which was 

to  l a s t ,  w ith  minor in te r r u p t io n s ,  u n t i l  h is  d e a th .^  Up to  th e  

p rev io u s  y e a r (I678) , Tonson had la r g e ly  been concerned w ith  p r in t in g  

p la y s  (u s u a lly  in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  o th e r  p r i n t e r s ) .  The p re c a rio u s  

s t a t e  both  o f Dryden’ s p e rso n a l f in a n c e s  and o f th e  th e a t r e  a t t h i s

d a te  must have made a c o lla b o ra t iv e  volume of t r a n s la t io n s  a  p a r t i c u la r ly
3

a t t r a c t i v e  p ro p o s it io n  fo r  both men. I t  has been suggested  th a t  

Tonson was s p e c i f i c a l ly  s tim u la te d  to  compile a  volume of t r a n s la t io n s  

from Ovid’ s H eroides by th e  success o f Brome’ s com posite t r a n s la t io n  

o f Horace which had f i r s t  appeared in  I 666 , had been re - is s u e d  in  1671, 

and appeared again  in  I66O, th e  same y e a r as Ovid’ s E p i s t l e s .^  Both

1 . On Dryden’ s r e la t io n s  ivith  Tonson, see V/.J.Cameron, Tonson’ s 
M isc e lla n ie s  (Unpublished PhD D is s e r ta t io n ,  U n iv e rs ity  o f Reading, 
1958) ;  S .L .C .C lapp, e d . ,  Tonson in  Ten L e t te r s  by and about him 
(A u stin , 1948) ;  T.T.Dombras, P o e tic a l  M isc e lla n ie s , 1684-1716 
(U npublished L P R ilD isse rta tio n , U n iv e rs ity  of O xford, 1950) ;
K.M.lynch, Jacob Tonson, K it-C a t P u b lish e r  (K n o x v ille , 1971); 
G .F .P a p a li, Jacob Tonson, P u b lish e r  : His L ife  and Work, 1656-1736 
(Auckland, 1968); H B.iJheatley, ’Dryden’ s P u b lish e rs ’ , T ran sac tio n s  
o f th e  B ib lio g ra p h ic a l S o c ie ty , 12 (1912), 17-38.

2. Richard Tonson published Otway’s Don C y lo s  ( I 676, 1678), T itus and 
Berenice (1677), The Cheats o f Scapin (l6 7 7 ) ,  Friendship in  Fashion
(1678) and Rymer’ s Edgar ( I 678) ;  the two brothers togeth er  published  
Aphra Behn’ s S ir  Patient Fancy (1678) and The Feign’d Courtezans
(1679) ;  Jacob alone published T ate’ s Brutus o f Alba (1678)

3 . See Ward, L i f e , p p .115, 118, 178, 210, and A lla rdyce  N ic o ll ,  A H is to ry  
o f E ng lish  Drama, I 66O -I90O, V o l.l ; R e s to ra tio n  Drama, 1660-1700 
(4 th  e d . , C a m b r id g e 1967 ) ,  PP * 3 26-330. See a lso  A. Bel j  ame, Men of 
L e tte r s  and th e  E nglish  P u b lic  in  th e  E ig h teen th  C entury, l660-1744 : 
Dryden, Addison, Pope (1881; t r a n s i .  E .O .L orim er, London, 1948;,
p .151 .

4 . See T.T.Dombras. P o e tic a l  ^ l is c e l la n ie s ,  p . 251.
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he and Dryden may a lso  have had in  mind th e  p o te n t ia l  appea l of th e

H eroides to  fem ale r e a d e rs .^

As w e ll as Dryden, th e re  was a nucleus o f c o n tr ib u to r s  f o r  th e

volume a lre ad y  in  th e  Tonson c i r c l e .  Four of th e  c o n tr ib u to r s  to  th e

c o l le c t io n ,  Otway, T a te , ïîymer and Mrs.Behn had a lre a d y  had p lay s

p u b lish ed  by Jacob Tonson, h is  e ld e r  b ro th e r  R ichard , o r th e  two in

c o l la b o ra t io n . The a r i s to c r a t  Lord I^ulgrave had been a sso c ia te d  w ith

Dryden fo r  some y e a r s , and we know th a t  Tonson was re sp o n s ib le  fo r

in v i t in g  Lord Somers to  c o n tr ib u te  ( anonymously) a v e rs io n  o f Ovid’ s

e p i s t l e  of A riadne to  T heseus, and a second ren d e rin g  o f Dido to  A eneas, 
2

to  th e  volume. The o th e r  c o n tr ib u to r s  were m ostly  d ra m a tis ts  o r minor 

members of th e  co u rt c i r c l e .

I t  has been p la u s ib ly  suggested  th a t  Dryden’ s c o n tr ib u tio n  to  

Ovid’s E p is t le s  was not th e  m ajor e d i t o r i a l  ro le  which he seems to  have 

p layed  in  some of th e  l a t e r  Tonson v e n tu re s , and d id  no t in vo lve  th a t  

degree of p e rso n a l commitment to  th e  work being t r a n s la t e d  which i s
3

ev id en t in  some of h is  subsequent t r a n s la t in g  e n te r p r i s e s .  I t  seems

1. Wye S a l to n s ta l l  had p re f ix e d  h is  v e rs io n  o f Ovid’ s H e ro ic a ll  E p is t le s  
(1636) ,  which Dryden used , w ith  an E p is t le  ’To th e  Vertuous L adies 
and Gentlewomen o f E ngland’ , commenting upon Ovid’ s p o p u la r i ty  among 
th e  la d ie s  o f Rome, and ex p ress in g  th e  hope th a t  h is  v e rs io n  w i l l  
have s im i la r  success in  England (Let E n g lish  Gentlewomen as k ind  
ap p ea rs ,/T o  Ovid, as th e  Roman Ladies w ere . [S ig . A5vJ) .  The 
appearance of The Mine Muses in  1700 perhaps in d ic a te s  th a t  by th a t  
d a te  Dryden had acqu ired  a fem ale fo llo w in g , a su g g es tio n  which re c e iv e s  
support from one o f Dryden’ s own l e t t e r s  w r i t te n  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  th e  
appearance of Fables (Ward, L e t t e r s , p . 135). In th e  P reface  to  F a b le s ,
he observes t h a t  Ovid ’has alm ost a l l  th e  Beaux, and th e  whole F a ir  Sex, 

h is  d e c la r ’d P a tro n s ’ (K in sley , IV, 1/^45). For th e  p resence  of fem ales 
in  th e  read in g  p u b lic , and o th e r  r e la te d  m a tte rs , see  B elj ame. Men of 
L e t t e r s , p p .183-192. For f u r th e r  evidence on th e  re a d e rsh ip  and 
p o p u la r i ty  o f Ovid’s E p i s t l e s , see C hapter Three.

2. See Memoirs o f th e  L ife  o f Lord Somers (London, 1716), p . 11.

3 . See Ward, L ife , p .143; C a l i fo rn ia  I ,  324.
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more l i k e ly  t h a t ,  a t t h i s  s tag e , th e  c h ie f  im petus fo r  th e  volume was 

com m ercial, and came from Tonson, and th a t  Dryden’ s p re s t ig io u s  name was 

e n ro lle d  to  s e l l  th e  volume, c h ie f ly  by w r it in g  i t s  s u b s ta n t ia l  P re fac e .

I t  i s  even p o s s ib le  th a t  th e  two e p i s t l e s  which Dryden c o n tr ib u te d  (a  

t h i r d  was done in  c o lla b o ra t io n  w ith  M ulgrave) had in  f a c t  been composed 

s e v e ra l  y ea rs  p re v io u s ly , s in c e , even a llow ing  f o r  th o se  q u a l i t i e s  which 

were th e  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f an a ttem pt to  s im u la te  th e  ’sw ee tn ess’ and 

’ sm oothness’ of th e  O vidian s ty le  in  E n g lish , t h e i r  v e rse  d i f f e r s  

m arkedly from th a t  o f th e  o r ig in a l  poejiis which Dryden vra,s w r i t in g  around 

t h i s  d a te . ^

Dryden’ s P reface  f a l l s  n e a t ly  in to  two h a lv e s , th e  f i r s t  concerned 

A,vith Ovid and th e  H ero id es , th e  second (as  we have seen  in  C hapter One)

■with th e  p r in c ip le s  o f t r a n s l a t i o n .  And most of Dryden’ s comments on 

Ovid, l ik e  h is  e a r l i e r  remarks on th e  s u b je c t ,  can be tra c e d  back to  th e  

judgem ents and op in ions o f e a r l i e r  w r i te r s .  H is c h a r a c te r is a t io n  o f Ovid 

here  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  v i r t u a l l y  a summary and sy n th e s is  (w ith  some new elem ents) 

of a l l  he had s a id  about th e  su b je c t h i th e r to .

As w e ll as summarising some o f th e  in fo rm atio n  about Ovid’ s l i f e  

from Sandys’ Metamorphoses and H e in s iu s ’ e d i t io n ,  he r e p e a ts ,  f o r  example, 

h is  p ra is e  o f Ovid’ s ’d e l ic a c y ’ in  th e  ’D e sc rip tio n  o f th e  P a ss io n s ’ , and 

h is  c a p a c ity  to  pu t in to  words, in  a way th a t  s t r ik e s  th e  re a d e r  as

1 . These q u a l i t i e s  are a t t r ib u te d  to  Ovid by many o f th e  w r i te r s
quoted by B a i l l e t  and B lount. The C a l ifo rn ia  e d i to r s  ( I ,  326-329) 
have comrmrit-ed in  d e t a i l  on th e  p re c is e  te c h n ic a l  m o d if ic a tio n s  
which Drj'-den made to  h is  v e rse  in  an a ttem pt to  accommodate i t  
as n e a r ly  as p o s s ib le  to  h is  sense o f Ovid’ s o r ig in a l .
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p e r fe c t ly  ’n a tu r a l ’ , th e  ’thoughts which are th e  P ic tu re s  and r e s u l ts  

of those  P assio n s’ and which ’ are  g e n e ra lly  such as n a tu ra l ly  a r is e  from 

those  d iso rd e r ly  Motions of our S p i r i t s ’ But,  co ex is tin g  w ith t h i s  

p ra is e ,  th e re  i s  a lso  a r e p e t i t io n  o f, and concession to ,  th e  old Roman 

charges o f Ovid’s p r o l ix i ty  and ’w it out of season’ . And Dryden’s remarks 

on the  l a t t e r  a re , as we have seen, expressed in  term s very s im ila r  to  

th o se  in  which he had repented  of th e  indulgences in  h is  own h ero ic  p lay s .

But ju s t  as Rapin had rephrased  in  s l ig h t ly  k in d er term s Seneca’s

charges of ’p u e r ile s  in e p t ia e ’ in  th e  Metamorphoses, when he remarked th a t

[Ovide] a des jeu n esses , qu’on a u ro it  de l a  peine 
à luy  pardonner, sans l a  v iv a c ité  de son e s p r i t  
e t  sans je  ne sçay quoy d ’heureux, qu’i l  a dans
l ’im ag ina tion .2

so Dryden here  remarks th a t  Ovid’s f a u l t s  are indeed almost as a t t r a c t iv e

as th e  poet (ap p aren tly ) found them h im self:

. . .  t h i s  very  f a u l t  i s  not w ithout i t ’s B eau tie s : 
fo r  th e  most severe Censor cannot but be p le a s ’d 
w ith th e  p ro d ig a li ty  of h is  W it, though a t th e  
same tim e he cou’d have w ish’d , th a t  th e  M aster 
of i t  had been a b e t te r  Manager. Every th in g  which 
he d o es , becomes him, and i f  sometimes he appear 
too  gay, y e t th e re  i s  a s e c re t  g racefu ln ess  of you th , 
which accompanies h is  W ritin g s , though th e  staydness 
and so b rie ty  o f Age be w anting .

(K insley, I ,  180- )

1 . His comments, fo r  example, about th e  ’o r ig in a l i t y ’ o f th e  e p is to la ry  
form of th e  Heroides are  drawn from H einsius (See C a lifo rn ia  I ,  332, 
drawing on Noyes). The C a lifo rn ia  e d ito rs  do not note th a t  Dryden’s 
headnotes to  each e p is t le  are  v i r t u a l ly  t r a n s la t io n s  of H e in siu s’ which 
were re p r in te d  in  Cnipping’s Variorum of 1671, one o f th e  e d itio n s  
which we know Dryden used. For p recedents fo r  Dryden’s d e sc r ip tiv e  
p h rases , see B a i l le t ,  Jugemens, p p .135, 1/+2; Pope B lount, Da Re 
P o e tic a . p .145. Dryden’s phrases occur in  K insley , I ,  180.

2. R e f l . I I .x v ;  (ed.D ubois, p .91).
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That Dryden was appealing p articu larly  ( i f  s i le n t ly )  to  Rapin*s

authority when w riting th is  Preface i s  indicated by h is description  of

the E p istle s  as Ovid’s best work, and c a llin g  them ’tenderly  passionate’

(Rapin had commented that Ovid i s  to  be preferred to  th e  other Roman

e le g is t s ,  T ibullus and Propertius, ’parce qu’i l  e s t  plus naturel, plus

touchant et plus passionné'), and, even more s p e c if ic a l ly ,  by h is  comments

on the ’ conduct’ and ’Design’ of Ovid’s e le g ie s .^  Whereas the other

poets ’amble from one Subject to  another, and conclude with somewhat which

i s  not of a p iece with th e ir  beginning’ , Ovid, says Dryden, ’has always

the Goal in  h is  Eye, which d irects  him in  h is  Race; some Beautiful

design, which he f ir s t  e s ta b lish es , and then contrives the means, which
2

w il l  naturally  conduct i t  to  h is  end’ . Rapin had w ritten , in  h is  

section  on ’le  d esse in ’ , that in  Ovid’s e le g ie s  ’on trouve presque 

toujours un certain  tour qui en l i e  le  d essein , et en f a i t  un ouvrage
3

assez ju ste  dans le  rapport de ses p a r t ie s ’ .

With an eye on some o f the contributors to  the volume, and some of 

i t s  p ossib le  readers, Dryden also  stressed  in  h is  Preface both that ’a l l  

[Ovid’s ]  Poems bear the Character of a Court, and appear to  be w ritten  

as the French c a l l  i t  Cavalièrement’ and th a t, since ’h is  amorous 

Expressions go no further than v irtue may allow ’ , h is  poems ’therefore  

may be read, as he intended them, by Matrons without a blush

1 . The fa c t th at Dryden only c a lls  the Heroides Ovid’s best work th is  
once may in d icate  that he was glad to  make temporary use of Rapin’ s 
authority (qv. B a il le t ,  Jugemens, p. 142) fo r  purposes of sa le s -  
promotion. See Rapin, R efl. I I .2 8 ,(e d . Dubois, p .12?).

2. K insley, I ,  181.
3 . Rapin, R efl. I .x ix  (ed. Dubois, p .34).
4 . K insley, I ,  1?9, 182. S a lto n sta ll, in  h is  E p istle  (S ig .A3v) had spoken 

of the Heroides as ’by Lords and Ladies w ritten  a l l ’ and Sandys had 
described Ovid as a ’Roman knight ’ . On Ovid as a ’courtly’ poet, see  
Harwood, c ited  in  C alifornia , I ,  325, and Henry Felton, c ited  in  my
Chapter V.
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I t  now remains to  examine the tran sla tion s which Dryden contributed  

to  the 1680 volume, and to  see in  \diich ways they mi^it be thought e ith er  

to  confirm and amplify, or to  co n flic t  w ith, h is  conception of Ovid as 

sta ted  in  h is  prose c r it ic ism  up to  that date, and in  p articu lar in  the 

Preface to  Ovid’s E p istles  i t s e l f .

I t  would not, I  th ink, be too unjust to  remark, a fte r  a preliminary 

perusal of the three e p is t le s  in  which Dryden had a hand, th at in  these  

renderings he has dona very l i t t l e  to  ju s t ify  h is  claims in  th e Preface 

th at Ovid’s ’luxuriant Fancy’ in  the o r ig in a l Latin i s ,  fo r  a ll i t s  

’p rod iga lity ’ , i r r e s is t ib ly  winning, and h is  renewed assertion  th at Ovid 

i s  unrivalled in  producing ’ concernment ’ fo r  the heroines in  th e ir  

passionate predicaments. At th is  stage in  h is  career, Dryden does not 

seem to  be able to  convey convincingly in  h is  versions the q u a lity  which 

might conpensate us for our in ev ita b le  resistan ce to  Ovid’s ’w it out of 

season’ , and provide us with the means of seeing that Ovid’s verbal 

ingenuity might be more than decorative or se lf-in d u lgen t -  a means, 

however ’a r t i f i c ia l ’ i t  might seem at f i r s t ,  to  some greater perception  

of the workings of the female mind under s tr e s s , and thus a way of producing 

’ concernment’ for the heroine.

I t  i s  true th a t, at th is  stage, as we have seen, Dryden i s  s t i l l  t ie d  

to  a working-rule of tra n sla tio n  viiich requires the tran sla tor  i f  not to  

render word-for-word and lin e -b y - lin e , at le a s t  to  fo llow  such v ices  as 

he sees in  h is  author to  the l e t t e r ,  and not attenpt to  correct or inprove. 

However, as we sh a ll  see , Dryden has carried Ovid’s verbal ingenuity much 

further, in  fa c t ,  than i t  i s  displayed in  the o r ig in a l, adding many ’turns’ 

which Ovid’s tex t  does not warrant, ’turns’ which, moreover are, according
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to  h is  own d e fin it io n , almost always ’on the words’ merely, rather than 

the superior sort of turn which brings about some kind o f mental extension, 

or creates a new perspective on the matter being presented.

Only one of the e p is t le s ,  indeed, that of Canace to  Macareus. g ives

any very clear in d ication  that Dryden had divined, in  the act of

tra n sla tin g , and attempted to  convey in  h is  version , a p articu lar and

d is t in c tiv e  p oetic  in ter e st  in  Ovid’s way o f handling h is  sub ject. The

poem deals with the dilemma of Canace, whose incestuous passion fo r  her

brother. Maraceus, has been discovered, and whose fa th er , Aeolus, the King

of the Winds, has instructed  her to  take her own l i f e .  Truly ’d e lica te

concernment’ fo r  a g ir l  in  such a p l i ^ t  would involve both a very p recise

observation o f the paradoxes and c o n flic ts  to  which her s itu a tio n  had

subjected her, and a lso  some sort of understanding o f , and coupassion  fo r ,

the g ir l .  As Rapin had r ig h tly  observed, in  several passages which

Dryden knew w e ll, i t  i s  im possible to  f e e l  genuine p ity  fo r  a protagonist

whose conduct str ik es  us as merely monstrous or absurdly extravagant, and

from whose predicament we are therefore en tir e ly  distanced.^ In h is

Tragedies of the Last Age. Thomas Rymer had w ritten  (c it in g  the Canace story)

of the general conditions which are necessary for  the portrayal of such

subject as in cest on the stage ;

When any design on the Stage i s  in  a g ita tio n , the  
Poet must take care that he engage the a ffe c tio n s , 
take along the heart, and secure the good W ill of 
the Audience. I f  the design be wicked, as here the  
making approaches towards an incestuous enjoyment; 
the Audience w i l l  naturally  loath  and d etest i t ,  
rather than favour or acconpany i t  with th e ir  good

1 . R efl. I I .x v i i i - x x . (ed . Dubois, pp.98-105) •
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w ishes. ’T is the sad e f fe c ts  and consequences o f an 
i l l  design which the Audience love to  have represented:
» tis  then th at the penitence, remorse and despairs move 
us : ’t i s  then th at we grieve with the sorrowful, and 
weep with those that weep.

Therefore were the Ancients to  make an 
incestuous love th e ir  subject; they would take 
i t  in  the f a l l , as i t  rowls down headlong to  
desperation and misery. 1

Evidence th a t, for some readers at le a s t ,  Ovid had created in  h is

o r ig in a l e p is t le  the very kind of ’ concernment’ for  Canace desiderated

here by Rymer i s  found in  some remarks by the eighteenth-century

commentator, Joseph Davidson:

The whole Scene, as here represented, i s  extremely 
a ffe c tin g . Canace was conscious of her g u i l t ,  and 
therefore could not pretend to  v ind icate h e r se lf .
Her ch ie f Concern therefore was to  move Compassion, 
and th is  i t  must be owned she has succeeded in  
wonderfully. By the pathetick Representation she 
gives here of her D istress , the Reader’s A ttention  
i s  drawn o f f  from the View of her G u ilt, and he 
fe e ls  h is  Conpassion in sen sib ly  r is e ,  u n til  he i s  
brought over, i f  not wholly to  excuse, yet at le a s t  
very much to  commiserate and favour h e r .2

How d ifferen t i s  the e f fe c t  of the fo llow ing lin e s  in  Dryden’ s version,

where the o r ig in a l i s  expanded by the tran sla tor  (the inverted commas

in d icate th is  f a c t ) ,  but where the additons are, presumably, f e l t  to  be

in  the s p ir it  of th e  o r ig in a l :

Forc’d at the l a s t ,  ny shameful pain I  t e l l :
And, oh, what fo llo w ’d we both know too w ell I 
’When h a lf  denying, more than h a lf  content,
’Embraces warm’d me to  a f u l l  consent:
’Then with Tumultuous Joyes ny Heart did beat,
’And g u ilt  that made them anxious, made them great.

But now ny sw elling womb heav’d up ny breast.
And r is in g  weight ny sinking limbs opprest.

(37-44)

1 . Rymer, C r it ic a l Works, ed. Zimansky, pp.48-49.
2 . The E p istles  o f Ovid, translated  in to  English p r o se ,. . .  (2nd ed ., 

London, 1753), p .121.
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Ovid merely has

Jamque tumescebant v i t i a t i  pondéra ventr i s ,
AEgraque furtivum membra gravabat onus.

(37-38)

Dryden has added ’turns’ not warranted by the Latin (in  l in e s  39, 42 

and 44), and d e lib era te ly  focussed atten tion  on the very moment which i s  

d e lic a te ly  by-passed by Ovid -  the moment o f the in cest i t s e l f  and 

Canace’s fe e lin g s  of g u ilt  and enjoyment at th at moment. Ovid’s main 

attention  had been, as I ŷmer had recommended, on in cest ’in  the f a l l ’ •

Dryden’8 wit i s  here ’out of season’ indeed, and pruriently in v ite s  us to  

speculate on her fe e lin g s  in  the a ct. The ’turn on the thought’ in  

. . . . h a l f  denying, more than h a lf content, 

has more than a touch of the elbow-nudging sneer ^  Canace b u ilt  in to  i t ,  

and a sim ilar a ttitu e  i s  evident in  the note o f gush (h a lf-r e g re tfu l, but 

a lso  h a lf-g loatin g?) which Dryden g ives to  Canace ( ’And, oh, what fo llow ’d 

we both know too w e llt ’ ) and in  the ob stru sive ly  see-saw e f fe c t  of ’r is in g  

weight my sinking Limbs opprest’ . The treatment i s  such that i t  might 

in c lin e  us not to  dism iss as merely prudish th e worries that some e i^ te e n th -  

century readers had about the English Heroides being, fo r  pn the ’ chasteness’ 

of th e ir  language, excuses fer obscenity.^  I f  Dryden was not here 

indulging in  the e x p lic it  lewdness which, as Rochester had noted in  h is  

poem An A llusion to  Horace, he had displayed in  some of h is  comedies, the  

same itnpulse to  exh ib it the masculine snigger i s  evident in  a d ifferen t  

g u ise . The passage was certa in ly  pounced upon by Matthew Stevenson, whose 

parody of Ovid’s E p istles  appeared la te r  the same year.

1 . See the remarks of Oldmixon, Dennis and John Bancks, c ited  in  
C alifornia, I ,  332-333-
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When h a lf denying, h a lf contented 
We met in  f u l l ,  and f u l l  consented;
Then what with Joy, and what with that 
Of g u i l t ,  my heart went p it ty -p a t . l

The passage describing Canace’s fe e lin g s  at the moment o f in c e s t ,  

though the most extreme, i s  not ju st an iso la ted  instance o f Dryden’s 

coarse conception of the poem. He co n sisten tly  adds ’turns’ and a n ti

theses which have the e f fe c t  of drawing a tten tion  to  them selves, rather 

than allowing us to  stand in  any more in terestin g  re la tio n  to  Canace’s  

predicament :
o

One hand the Sword, and one the Pen enqploys, (3)

My Food grew loathsom, and my strength I lo s t :  (28)
*3

Short were my slumbers, and my n ights were long. (30)

Our f ir s t  crime common; th is  was mine alone. (48)

My throws came th ick er , and my cryes in creast, (55)

Pain urg’d my clam ours; but fear  kept me dumb. (58)^

Towards the beginning of the poem, Ovid’s Canace describes h e r se lf  ( in

Davidson’s words) ’as wholly a Stranger to  Love, and wondering at i t s

E ffe c ts , as now knowing whence they came’ :^

Ipse quoque in ca lu i : qualemque audire solebam,
Nescio quern sen si corde tepente Deum.

(25-26)

1 . The Wits Paraphrased : Or, Paraphrase upon Paraphrase. In a Burlesque
on the Several la te  Translations of Ovid’s E p istles  (London, 1&80), p .12.

2. Vulgarly parodied by Stevenson (p .9) :
One hand employs my Pen, a las I 
With t ’other hand I  scrath my A----

3 . Again parodied (p .11) :
% Slumbers short, my Nights were long;

4 . Again parodied (p. 12) :
Pain urg’d my Cries, Fear kept me dumb.

5. The E p istles  of Ovid, p .119*
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The claims of Dryden’s Canace not to  know th e sources o f her passion

sound more l ik e  the ingenuous dissembling o f scmieone who knows f u l l  w e ll

what’ s happening:

For I lo v ’d too; and knowing not my wound,
A secret pleasure in  thy K isses found.

(25-6)

And sometimes Dryden’s colourings of the or ig in a l merely add a

ta s te le s s  extravagance not in  the o r ig in a l, fo r  example at 11 .71-2  :

The Babe, as i f  he heard what thou hast sworn.
With hasty joy sprung forward to  be bom .

(for  Ovid’s

...positum  e s t  u te r i crimen onusque mei.
(64) )

Or they contain a m iscalculated atteiqpt at pathos :

The Babe cry’d out, as i f  he understood.
And beg’d h is  pardon with what voice he cou’d.

(101- 2)

(for  Ovid’s

Vagitus dedit i l l e  miser; sen sisse  putares :
Quaque suum poterat voce rogabat avum.

(85-86) )

Dryden has, i t  seems, tr ied  in  one or two places fo r  the more

conç)lex presentation o f Canace’s dilemma which a ’turn on the thought’

might produce :

I knew not from my love these g r ie fs  did grow.
Yet was, a la s , the thing I did not know.

(31-32)1

(for: Nec noram, quid amans e sse t:  at ilium  eram.
(32) )

1 . S k ilfu lly  transforming S a lto n s ta ll’s
I  lo v ’d, and yet v^at love was did not know.
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And h is  verse takes on a more a ttra ctiv e  q u a lity  in  those parts of the  

poem viiich portray CcïXiace’s fa th er, Aeolus, King o f the Winds, as a 

figure both absurdly l ik e  the winds he controls and fearsomely awesome.^

But in ter est in  the d is t in c t iv e ly  Ovidian portrayal o f the gods was 

something which, as we sh a ll see , he was to  develop in  a much more 

in terestin g  and subtle way in  la te r  tra n sla tio n s. In th is  version they  

seem lik e  curiously iso la ted  and extraneous touches, unrelated to  the 

main in ter est viiich has attracted  Dryden to  the poem, or rather which he 

has id en tif ied  in  i t .

The other two e p is t le s  are le s s  sa tis fa c to ry  s t i l l ,  and th e ir  

verse, though i t  i s  always w e ll crafted , and avoids the excessive tumescence 

of some of the speeches in  the heroic p lays, tends a l l  too e a s ily  towards 

the monotonous and the declamatory. Whereas in  the e p is t le  o f Canace, i t  

i s  f a ir ly  clear vdiat has in terested  Dryden in  the story  (even i f  we find  

that in ter est unpleasantly prurient and knowing) , the p recise nature of 

h is  in terest in  the e p is t le s  of Dido and Helen (the la t t e r  done in  

collaboration with the Earl of Mulgrave) seems much more d i f f ic u l t  to  

determine. The tra n sla tio n s , that i s ,  are not s u f f ic ie n t ly  coherent in  

tone or purpose to  allow us to  be quite sure about the intended d irection  

of th e ir  w it, or to  convince us of the claims for the a ttractiven ess of 

th e ir  or ig in a ls  idiich Dryden had made in  the Preface.

1. q .v . e sp ec ia lly  11.15-16, 73, 75-76, 85-87. At 1.75, C alifornia  
notes an echo of Milton (B L .,II. 1-5) v^ich lends momentary grandeur 
to  the figu re of Aeolus.

2. An in ter est confirmed by Dryden’s la te r  use of the e p is t le  (and h is  
own version) in  Act I I  o f Love Triumphant.
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One of the main in te r e sts  for  readers of Ovid’s e p is t le s  o f Helen 

and Dido, presumably, in  ancient as w e ll as more modem tim es, was in  

seeing the m aterial o f Homeric and V irg ilian  epic from a new vantage- 

p oint, the psychology and personal dilemmas of two o f the leading female 

figu res in  the Trojan legend. Not le a s t  among the pleasures found in  

the e p is t le  o f Dido, in  p articu lar , was the fa c t th a t the w riter , in  the  

course of her le t t e r  to  Aeneas, casts doubt on the propriety o f many 

aspects of Aeneas’ conduct idiich readers of V ir g il’ s poem have often  them

se lves found u n satisfactory  -  h is  p ie ty , h is  lo y a lty  to  the commands of 

the gods, h is  sh ift in e ss  over whether in  fa c t he claimed that Dido and 

he had been law fu lly  married. ^ These aspects of Ovid’s r e te ll in g  o f the

legend seem to  have been found e sp ec ia lly  a ttra c tiv e  by Chaucer and
2

certain  other medieval w riters.

But, looking back on h is  version of Ovid’s Dido to  Aeneas and i t s

o r ig in a l in  1697, Dryden recorded the opinion th a t, in  conç)arison with

V irg il’s ,  Ovid’ s t e l l in g  of the story i s  in fer io r  on every count :

Ovid takes i t  up a fter  him, even in  the same Age, 
and makes an ancient Heroine of V ir g il’s new-created 
Dido; D ictates a Letter fo r  her ju st before her death, 
to  the in gratefu l Fugitive; and very unluckily for  
h im self, i s  for measuring a Sword with a Man so much 
superior in  force to  him on the same sub ject. I think  
I  may be Judge of t h is ,  because I  have Translated both.
The Famous Author of the Art of Love has nothing 
of h is  own, he borrows a l l  from a greater Master

In Suasoriae 3*7 ., the elder Seneca t e l l s  that Ovid used to  admit 
openly that he had d e lib era te ly  echoed lin e s  from V irg il in  h is  own 
poems, in  the hope that the a llu sio n s would be e a s ily  recognised by 
h is  readers. Dryden deals at length with the problems of V ir g il’ s 
characterisation of Aeneas in  the central section s of the Dedication to  
h is  A eneis. For an amusing modem s id e lig h t on the same sub ject, see  
Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading (1934; rp t , London, 1951), p .44.
See E.F.Shannon, Chaucer and the Roman Poets (Cambridge, Mass., 1928), 
p p .l9 6 ff.
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in  h is own profession; and which i s  worse, improves 
nothing which he fin d s . Nature f a i l s  him, and being 
fo rc ’d to  h is  old s h if t ,  he has recourse to  W itticism .
This passes indeed with h is  Soft Admirers and gives  
him the preference to  V irg il in  th e ir  esteem. But 
l e t  them lik e  for them selves, and not prescribe to  
others, for  our Author needs not th e ir  Admiration.

(K insley, I I I ,  1030-1031)

One could however imagine a tra n sla to r  responding with a rea l re lish

to  certain  examples of Ovid’s ’W itticism ’ in  the poem, to  the way for

example in  which Ovid makes Dido c a l l  on Venus (1.31) ( in  her capacity

as m other-in-law), or in v ite s  Cupid to  p ierce Aeneas’ heart and enrol

the hero in  h is  array, or to  the way in  which her highly-wrought s ta te

causes her to  wish Aeneas to  be as ’rautabilis’ as the winds (1 .51  : a

clear  a llu sion  to  V ir g il’ s Aeneas’ celebrated ’semper rautabilis femina

e s t ’ ) ,  or to  the way in  which she questions the whole basis of Aeneas’

ju s t if ic a t io n  of h is  conduct -  h is  d iv in e ly  appointed d estin y .

Dryden had remarked in  h is Preface on Ovid’s tendency to  ’Romanise’

h is ’Grecian Dames’ and to  make ’them speak sometimes as i f  they had

been bom in  the City of Rome, and under the Era ĵire of Augustus’

Part of the w it of Dido Aeneae, as Davidson’ s commentary again suggests,

was in  putting in to  words ’vrfiat any modem Roman woman would have thought,

had she been in  Dido’s p o sitio n ’ , and consequently to  reveal something

about the workings of the female mind, including i t s  perverseness :

Dido, a fter  loading AEneas with Reproaches, f a l l s  
to  supplicating. What in  Appearance can be more 
ridiculous? And yet ’t i s  certa in ly  a Stroke of 
the greatest Art and Delicacy; fo r  nothing could 
have serv’d more happily to  describe the giddy 
inconstant Nature of that S ex .2

1. K insley, I , 182.
2. The E p istles  of Ovid, pp. 71, 80.
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At moments in  h is  version, Dryden seems to  have responded to  some

of these aspects of Ovid’s poem. Some of h is  ’turns’ seem to  be genuine

attempts at confronting us (a lb e it  w it t i ly )  with Dido’s dilemma :

My s e l f  I  cannot to  my s e l f  restore :
S t i l l  I  complain, and s t i l l  I  love him more.

(31-32)

and again, at 11.65-6:

False as thou art, I not thy death design:
0 rather l iv e  to  be the cause of mine!

and, as i f  to  find  an equivalent for Ovid’ s ’Romanising’ of h is  heroines,

Dryden has incorporated several touches which exp lo it the English idiom

o f h is  own day :

But neither Gods, nor Parent d idst thou bear,
(Smooth s to r ie s  a l l ,  to  p lease a Womans ear ,)

( 81- 82)

and again at 11.144-145 :

Go perjur’d man, but leave thy Gods behind.
Touch not those Gods by vdiom thou art forsworn;

And he even s l ip s  in  at one point (c le a r ly  with an eye on court readers)

a d irect contemporary reference :

What People i s  so void of common sence.
To Vote Succession from a Native Prince?

(17-18)

But these various in te r e sts  are fragmentary and undeveloped. Though 

Dryden i s  going further than the ’theory of tra n sla tio n ’ which he had 

fom ulated  in  the Preface would s t r ic t ly  allow, he has not yet developed

1 . But the same turn i s  used with very much more e ffe c t  in  Cinyras and 
Myrrha, 1 .98 . (See Chapter 7)
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enable him to  render Ovid’ s whole poem anew in  h is own idiom. A lso, as in  

Canace to  Macareus, many of the ’turns’ in  th is  tran sla tion  are again of 

the merely verbal kind; and again, some of them lapse in to  coarseness :

To shun my Love, i f  thou w ilt  seek thy Fate,
’Tis a dear purchase, and a c o stly  hate.

(49-50)

To harbour Strangers, succour the d is tr e s t .
Was kind enough; but oh too kind the rest!

(93-94)

Strong were h is  charms, who my weak fa ith  m isled.

(114)

And without Conquering here thou art a King.

(164)

My l i f e ’ s too loathsome, and my love too strong.
(196)

The Sword but enters where Love made the way.
(204)

I lo s t  that T it le  when my Fame I lo s t .
( 208)

And the se lf-in ço sed  restra in ts  which Dryden has placed on h is  v ers i

f ic a tio n  here, as in  the other e p is t le s , produce a general e f fe c t  of  

declamatory monotony vhich makes i t  inqpossible fo r  him to  achieve the 

’d e lica cy ’ , the articu la tio n  of f in e  nuances, which he says he sees in  

the o r ig in a l.

The e p is t le  of Helen to  Paris need not occupy us long. I t s  fa u lts  

are la rg e ly  of the same kind as those to  be found in  the other two poems, 

and i t  has few of th e ir  conpensating v ir tu e s . Indeed, there i s  evidence 

to  suggest that the work was la rg e ly  Mulgrave’ s ,  and that Dryden’s ro le
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1
in  i t  was c h ie f ly  one of rev is io n . As with the e p is t le  of Dido, the 

in ter e st  which th is  le t t e r  (lAich i s  preceded a conçianion-piece from 

Paris to  Helen) seems to  have offered many readers was in  seeing a fam iliar  

story  (in  th is  case the abduction which brought about the Trojan War) 

treated  from a d ifferen t angle -  Helen’ s perverseness in  seeming to  

r e s is t  yet aH  the time wanting to  comply with P aris’ wishes i s  revealed  

during the course of her le t t e r .  She deceives h e r se lf , fo r  exanple, about 

P aris’ cowardice. Again, the English version makes some attempt to  give  

Helen the cadences and idiom of a R estoration ’b e l le ’ , bub the touch i s ,
p

again, not co n sisten t. The antitheses become (even more than in  the  

other two e p is t le s )  monotonous and d u ll the edge of the w it , and there  

are again moments which show a coarse knowingness about the heroine.

Dryden’ s versions from the Heroides, then, come as a disappointment 

a fter  the strong ( i f  usually  q u a lified ) praise which Dryden had given 

Ovid in  h is  c r it ic ism  for h is  power to  ’ concern’ the reader with the  

predicament of h is  heroines, to  probe deeply in to  the nature of love  

(p articu larly  strong passion ), and to  charm the reader with a kind of wit 

th at i s  not purely verbal but which involves play of mind as w e ll as of 

words. Even i f  Dryden discovered and admired these q u a litie s  in  Ovid, 

he had not yet found a sa tis fa c to ry  means of conveying them in  h is  own

1. See C alifornia , 1.328. The poem was omitted by Tonson from th e 1701 
f o l io  o f Dryden’ s co llected  poems. In h is  poem ’To the Earl of 
Roscommon.. .  ’ (K insley, I ,  387-389), Dryden included the fo llow ing  
l in e s  :

How w il l  sweet Ovid’ s Ghost be p lea s’d to  hear 
His Fame augmented by an English Peer,
How he em bellisues h is  Helen’s lo v es .
Out does h is  so ftn ess , and h is  sense inçiroves. (59-62)

In the margin, Dryden included, by the s id e  of 1 .60 , a note : ’The Earl 
o f Mulgrave’ .

2. For Helen as a ’b e l le ’ see e sp ec ia lly  11.13-18, 146, 201-202.
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English version s. And the versions, moreover d isp lay  at le a s t  some of 

the coarseness and prurience with lAich other aspects o f Dryden’s work 

had been charged in  the 1670’s .  They also  contain some o f the ted ious  

declamation and over-pointed eloquence which, as some of h is  la te r  

c r it ic s  found, had severely  detracted from h is  capacity to  ’a ffe c t  the  

tender passions’ in  h is  own p lays.^  Dryden’ s contributions to  Ovid’s 

E p is t le s , that i s ,  might be th ou ^  to  confirm, rather than in  any way to  

q u alify , the sense of Dryden’s lim ita tio n s as a poet of love which, as 

we have seen, i s  such a part of many modem c r i t i c s ’ account of Dryden’s 

a r t is t ic  lim ita tio n s .

I t  was only a fter  a period of deep th o u ^ t , both about the nature 

of tran sla tion  and about h is  own im plication in  the court and th e a tr ica l

1 . See p articu larly  [Charles GildonJ, The Laws of Poetry, p p .211-214, 234, 
343-344. Gildon’8 remarks, along with others to  s im ilar  e f fe c t  by 
Langbaine, Lansdowne and others, were co llec ted  and approved by two 
eighteenth-century biographers, Robert S h ie ls , the compiler of the  
Lives of the Poets attributed  to  Theophilus Cibber (5 v o l s . ,  London, 
1753), and the author of the ’L ife of Dryden’ prefixed to  th e 2-volume 
Dublin ed ition  of h is  Poems and Fables published in  the same year 
( I , v - x l i ) . S h ie ls ’ summary i s  perhaps worth quoting in  th e present 
context :

The c r it ic s  have remarked, that as to  tragedy, he 
seldom touches the passions, but deals rather in  
pompous language, p o etic a l f l ig h t s ,  and descriptions;
. . .  i t  i s  pecu liar to  Dryden... to  make h is  personages, 
as w ise , w itty , elegant, and p o lite  as h im self. That 
he could not in tim ately  a ffec t the tender passions 
i s  certa in , fo r  we find  no play of h is ,  in  \diich we 
are much disposed to  weep; . . .  i f  a poet would 
a ffec t the heart, he must not exceed nature too  
much, nor colour too high; d is tr e s s fu l  
circumstances, short speeches, and pathetic  
observations never f a i l  to  move in f in it e ly  
beyond the highest rant, or long declamations 
in  tragedy: . . .

( I l l ,  66-67)
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m ilieu  of which Ovid’s E p istles  was very much the product, th a t Diyden 

returned to  Ovid, t h is  time to  the amatory poems and the Metamorphoses, 

with an enriched sense of the ways in  lAich the Latin poet could stim ulate  

him to  w rite f in e  English poems. I t  i s ,  th erefore, to  certain  aspects  

of Dryden’s development in  the 1680’s that we must turn in  the next 

chapter.
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( i )  Introductory

I f  Ovid’s E p istles  was something of a ’ fa ls e  s ta r t ’ in  Dryden’ s 

a c t iv ity  as a tran sla tor  of Ovid, or i f ,  rather, h is contributions to  that 

volume revealed him as having, in  1680, a f a ir ly  lim ited  sense of the  

kinds of pleasure to  be derived from Ovid’s work, what factors in  h is  

development in  the 1680’s made i t  p ossib le  for him to  return to  Ovid -  

t h is  time to  the Metamorphoses and certain  o f the amatory poems -  with an 

enlarged sense of the p oetic  q u a lit ie s  which Ovid had to  o ffe r , and the 

d esire  and capacity to  tran sla te  them? I  hope in  th is  chapter to  present 

some evidence and suggestions which might go some way towards answering 

that question. I  put i t  thus te n ta t iv e ly  s in c e , as we sh a ll be dealing  

here with areas of Dryden’s mind which are not at a l l  read ily  availab le  

fo r  analysis^the argument must, of n ecess ity , proceed (a t le a s t  to  some 

extent) by means of suggestion and speculation rather than anything 

which could be described as firm ’proof’ .

Although, fo r  convenience of exp osition , I  d ivide th is  m aterial 

in to  four separate sectio n s, my hope i s  th a t, as the argument progresses, 

the relevant connections w i l l  e s ta b lish  themselves between those sectio n s, 

and that cumulatively they w i l l  suggest why Ovid -  and p articu lar ly  the  

Ovid of the Metamorphoses -  might have been an e sp e c ia lly  appropriate 

poet to  meet (however in d irec tly ) various of Dryden’s needs and in te r e sts  

as they were to  develop during th ese years.

The main suggestions of th is  chapter are as fo llow s. F ir s t , that  

Dryden was developing in  the years immediately follcw ing th e publication  

o f Ovid’s E p istles  an intense in te r e st  in  th e  practice o f tran sla tion
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and in  the commercial and a r t is t ic  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  of th e  medium. Two 

fa cto rs  supported and extended th is  in te r e st  -  h is  friendship  and 

involvement with the Earl of Roscommon and a group of amateur scholars 

and poets debating the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  in  tra n sla tio n  fo r  enriching and 

improving the English language, and h is  newly-fonned business partnership 

with Tonson, which soon become the prin cip al focus fo r  Dryden*s own 

tra n sla tin g  a c t iv ity  and that of the younger w riters whom both Tonson 

and Dryden began to  enrol to  jo in  the en terp rise.

My second suggestion i s  th a t, at the very period in  h is  career

when Dryden*s involvement with p o l i t ic s  and the l i f e  of the Court was to  

become most intense -  the period of Absalom and Achitophel and The Medal- 

there was sim ultaneously (and paradoxically) a quite contrary movement 

of h is  mind in  these years, one which in clin ed  him to  re ject both h is  own

e a r lie r  career as court dramatist and en terta iner and a lso  the ambition

and vanity which he saw rampant in  the l i f e  o f th e  court i t s e l f ,  and to  

resent the invidious p osition  which, he f e l t ,  a court w riter of h is  day 

must, of n ecessity , occupy. The l680*s were c lea r ly  a period of in tense  

re lig io u s  a c t iv ity  for  Dryden, an a c t iv ity  which led  f i r s t  to  the w riting  

of R elig io  Laici and then to  h is  conversion to  Catholicism and the conç)o- 

s it io n  of The Hind and the Panther. But th ese years a lso  showed him 

developing other in te r e s ts , no le s s  (I  sh a ll argue) deserving the  

ep ith et ’re lig io u s* , but le s s  ex c lu siv e ly  d octrinal in  th e ir  nature.

At th is  period Dryden became deeply drawn to  certa in  w riters, p articu larly  

Horace, Montaigne and Lucretius, who in  th e ir  work, both in  prose and verse, 

had treated  the subject of ’retirem ent’ , and who each of them, as i t  were, 

provided Dryden, long before h is  personal d isa s te r  of 1688, with a possib le
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model of what might con stitu te  the sanest a ttitu d e for a man to  take 

up towards the fa ilu r e s , fru stra tio n s, vexations, an x ieties  and inqpermanences 

of everyday l i f e .  The presence of these w riters i s  most c lea r ly  f e l t ,  as 

an in sp ira tion  and lite r a r y  in fluence, in  the poems and Preface which 

Dryden contributed to  the m iscellany Sylvae in  1685, a volume which, I  

b e lie v e , shows, every b it  as much as the better-known re lig io u s  poems 

of the same period, the emergence of what might be called  Dryden’ s 

’p h ilosop h ica l’ poetry, poetry which confronts, debates, and t r ie s  to  

arrive at some sort of accommodation w ith, some of l i f e ’s most in tractab le  

problems.

I t  was, I  sh a ll suggest, the body of th inkiig which went in to  the 

making of th ese poems, and the s ta te  of mind that i s  manifested in  them, 

which was an important element wh3c h allowed Dryden to  accept the  

personal calamity of 1688 with remarkable equanimity, and which drew him 

a fter  that date more and more to  a kind of poetry (notably that of the 

Metamorphoses ) in  which the pains and v ic iss itu d e s  of l i f e  are shown to  

be endurable, because they are seen in  a larger perspective than i s  

normal, as parts of the in ev itab le  and even glorious whole th at i s  

Nature.
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( i i )  ’A Translating M ilieu’ : Dryden, Tonson, Roscommon and others 
in  the early 1680’ s

Ovid’s E p istles was c lea r ly  thought to  have been an immediate 

commercial and a r t is t ic  success, and i t  cemented Dryden’s partnership 

with Tonson. The commercial success of the Ovid volume can be gauged 

by the number of ed ition s which i t  went through. I t  was reprinted the  

follow ing year, 1681, (when Aphra Behn’s ’Paraphrase on Oenone to P aris’ 

was supplemented by another, more accurate, rendering of the same e p is t le  

by John Cooper, a Fellow of T rin ity  and former pupil at Westminster,

Dryden’s old school) and further, in  Dryden’s life t im e , in  1683, 1688 and

1693 .^ I ts  immsdiate popularity can be judged from an anecdote in
2

Hamilton’s Memoirs of the l i f e  of the Count de Grammont. There were

many more ed ition s in  the eighteenth century, so that by 17I I  Richard

S tee le  could remark casually  in  No. 150 of The Spectator (with the

expectation that the reference would be immediately taken up) that

It  happens sometimes that such a f in e  man [a  ’woman’s 
man’ ] has read a l l  the m iscellany poems, a few of 
our comedies, and has the tra n sla tio n  of Ovid’ s 
E p istles by heart.

The volume was praised in  the year of i t s  publication in  A Translation
3

of the Sixth Book of Mr. Cowley’s Plant arum, and burlesqued immediately

1. See H.î-lacdonald, John Dryden : a Bibliography o f Early Editions and 
of Drydeniana (1939; rpt. London, 19é6)^|?17-18.

2 . [Anthony Ham[iltonj, Memoirs of the L ife of Count de Grammont. . . ,  trans.
[A.]Boyer (London, 1714), p .354. Hamilton’s anecdote concerns Miss 

Jennings’ ’Letter from a forlorn Maid in  despair’ w ritten  to  Henry 
Germain, Earl of St.A lbans, when Geimain was about to  depart on a 
Royal mission to  Guinea. Miss Jennings’ le t t e r  i s  in  deliberate  
im itation  of ,’Gvid’ s E p is tle s , translated  in to  English Verse, by the 
greatest Wits at Court’ .

3 . See Macdonald, Bibliography, p .17, f n . l ;  [M. St evens on]. The Wits 
Paraphrased : or. Paraphrase upon Paraphrase. In a Burlesque on the  
Several la te  Translations of Ovid’ sEpistle s  (London, léSoT; A. R adcliffe , 
Ovid T ravestie, A Burlesque upon several of Ovid’s E p istles  (London, I 68O); 
See K.M.lynch, Jacob Tonson : Kit-Cat Publisher (K noxville, 1971), p .18.
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in  a volume ’obviously trying to ca p ita lize  on i t s  su ccess’ attributed

to  Matthew Stevenson, to  which Tonson rep lied  with a further burlesque

by Alexander R ad cliffe . In 1682, Thomas Hoy, a graduate of S t. John’s

College Oxford, and a physician and minor man of le t te r s  who was la te r

to  w rite in  praise of Absalom and Achitophel, began h is  Preface to

Two Essays in  a way that ind icates th a t, for him at le a s t ,  Dryden’s

Preface was the crown of the Ovid’s E p istle s  volume;

I S hall not be so vain to  pretend I have arrived  
at those Accomplishments, which the Incomparable 
Mr. Dryden in  h is  excellen t Preface to  the E p is t le s , 
makes the Necessary Q ualifications of a Translator.
Those Grand Perfections have been best bestowed 
only on some few, 5ome Darlings of Nature and Art;
Those Pusc i only, and V isci of the Age. Were only 
such allowed the Prigiledg to  W rite, ’twould be a 
happy Thing indeed for the Age we l iv e  in , which 
soon would be r e f in ’d beyond what e ith er  Greece 
or I ta ly  could ever pretend to  have been.^

The anonymous tran slator of Ovid’s E le g ie s , or a Translation o f h is  

Choicest E p istles  (1683) remarked to  sim ilar e ffe c t  in  h is  Preface :

. . . 1 need not give my Reader the Trouble of 
Discoursing i t  any farther, since Mr. Drydens s in g le
gpffrass w ill be. Af_jnors then .all I can jar.odug£
to  tn e  Confirmation of th is  Opinion. So th a t I sha^i
Supersede the Labour of w riting any more upon th is
p a r ticu la r  aswel as g iv in g  my Opinion concerning
Translations in  general. For the same Author hath
so ingeniously d istin gu ish t the several Species’s
of Translation, and so ju d iciou sly  a llo tted  to  every
one th e ir  particular Praise and Character giving
the Chief Palm to  that which alone deserves i t  and
can properly be termed Translation th at I dare not
presume to  add any thing of my own upon that Subject.

(Sigs.A3r -  v)

I have already mentioned some of the circumstances which made 1680 

a p articu larly  fortu itous date for the volume to  appear, and for Tonson

1. [r .H oy,] Two E ssays. The Former Ovid De Arte Amandi.. .th e  f i r s t  book. 
The Later Hero and Daander of Musaeus. . .  By a W ell-w isher to  th e  
Mathematicks (London, 1682).
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to  enrol Dryden into h is  enterprise. And I  have connnented b r ie f ly  on 

the m ilieu  from which many of the contributors to  Ovid’s E p istles  had 

been drawn. One of the younger poets to  be included in  the volume,

Richard Duke, had graduated B.A. from Dryden’s old co llege  in  16?8 

(whence he had come from Dryden’s old sch oo l), and was shortly , as we 

s h a l l  see , to  be enrolled as a regular member of the group involved in  

the Dryden/Tonson collaborative en terp rises. The rest of the contributors 

to  Ovid’s E p is t le s , as we have seen, had been assembled from availab le  

cou rtiers, w its and dramatists known personally to  Tonson or Dryden.

1680 had a lso  seen the publication , by Henry Herringman, Dryden’s 

regular publisher before he joined Tonson, of another inqport,ant landmark 

in  the h istory  of tran slation  in  the period, one which was of p articu lar  

sign ifican ce for Dryden’s continued thinking about tran sla tion  in  the  

years immediately following Ovid’s E p is t le s . This was the tra n sla tio n  of 

Horace’ s Ars Poetica by the scholar and courtier Wentworth D illo n , Fourth 

Earl of Roscommon (? l633-l685). That D illo n ’s Horace’s Art of Poetry,

Made English had an immediate inpact on perceptive readers can be seen  

from several small but in terestin g  p ieces of evidence. The f i r s t  concerns 

the conposite Brome Horace, referred to  in  the previous chapter. When 

Brome’s co lle c tio n  was re-issued for th e th ird  time in  1680 i t  contained a 

replacement for the reprint of Ben Jonson’s version of the Ars Poetica  

which had, on Brome’s own admission, been the cornerstone of the 1666 

ed ition .^  This new version was by Samuel Pordage (1633-1691?), a friend

1. See h is  1666 ed ition , S ig . A5v.
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of Dryden’s enemy S e ttle .^  Pordage’ s version of the Ars Poetica shows,

as has recently  been demonstrated, the clear in fluence of Roscommon’s

in terpretation  of Horace, as w e ll as borrowing some rhymes and phrases
2

from the Ben Jons on version which i s  d isp laced . S im ilarly  in  the version  

of the Ars Poetica made in  1681 by the g ifted  young poet John Oldham (vdiere 

Oldham boldly ’transposes’ Horace stra igh t in to  the world of Restoration  

London) the presence of the Roscommon Art of Poetry, and i t s  in terpretation
3

of Horace i s  equally f e l t .

Dryden’s a tten tiv e  reading of Roscommon’s Art of Poetry immediately 

on i t s  publication i s  revealed by the way in  which he incorporates, in  the 

Preface to  Ovid’s E p is t le s , Roscommon’s rendering of Horace’s s tr ic tu res  

on l i t e r a l  tra n sla tio n , s tr ic tu res  which he ap p lies, as had Roscommon in

1. ’S .P .’ in  the 1680 ed itio n . As Dombras points out (p .251), the  
attrib u tion  of the poem to  Pordage was f i r s t  made by Langbaine. See 
also Macdonald, Bibliography, pp .227 , 229.

2. See B.Nugel, A New English Horace : Die Ubersetzungen der horazischen 
’Ars Poetica’“l n  der Restaur at io n ze it  (Frankfurt., 1971),
p.195.

3 . See Nugel, A New English Horace, passim, but e sp ec ia lly  p p .268-271, 
and the notes to  H.F.Brooks’ unpublished ed ition  of The Complete 
Works of John Oldham (Oxford D .Phil D isserta tion , 1939). I t  i s  
in terestin g  to note th a t, in  turning from the w riting of sa tir e
to  tran sla tin g  Horace in  1680-1, Oldham may w ell have been follow ing  
the advice of the same S ir  William Soame whose version of Boileau’s 
Art Poétique (a lso  made, according to  Tonson, in  1680) Dryden was 
shortly  to  ’ improve’ . In h is  poem To the Author o f Sardanapalus 
(preserved in  B ritish  Museum Harleian PIS 7319 f  .133r and reprinted  
in  Examen Poeticum, Tonson’s Third M iscellany, in  1693) Soame w rites

From the Boys hands, take Horace in to  Thine 
And thy rude Satyrs, by h is  Rules, re fin e .
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th e  short Preface to  h is  tr a n s la t io n , to  Ben Jonson’ s v ers io n  of Horace’s 

Ars:

A ll  T ranslation  I  suppose may be reduced t o  th ese  
th ree  heads.

F ir s t , th a t o f Metaphrase, or turning an Authour word 
by word, and Line by L ine, from one Lan^piage in to  another.
Thus or near t h is  manner, was Horace h is  Art o f  Poetry  
tra n s la ted  by Ben Johnson,

Concerning th e  f i r s t  o f th ese  Methods, our Master 
Horace has given us t h is  Caution,

Nec verbum verbo curabis reddere, fid u s  
Interpres -  

Nor word for word too fa ith fu lly  tra n sla te .
As th e  Earl of Roscommon has e x c e lle n t ly  render’d i t .

(K insley, I ,  182)

Compare Roscommon’s

But with a l l  th e  respect due to  th e name o f Ben Johnson,
to  which no Man pays more veneration  than I i t  cannot be
deny’d th a t th e  con stra in t o f Rhyme, and a l i t e r a l  Trans
la t io n  (to  which Horace in  t h is  Book d ec lares h im self an 
Enemy) has made him almost want a Comment in  many p la c e s .

(S ig . A2r)

And, four years la te r , in  praising Roscommon’s Essay on Translated Verse

in  a commendatory poem prefixed to  i t s  f i r s t  (Tonson) ed itio n , Dryden was

carefu l to  s in g le  out for praise Roscommon’s practice as a tran sla tor  as

w ell as h is  precepts :

Nor need those Rules to  give Translation lig h t;
His own example i s  a flame so bright;
That he, who but arrives to  copy w e ll, ^
Unguided w ill  advance; unknowing w ill, ex ce l.

(35—38)

More l i e s  behind these l in e s ,  and behind the poem as a whole, I  think, 

than would immediately s tr ik e  the reader of ’To the Earl of Roscommon...,’

1 . In the l ig h t  of the passage quoted from the Preface to  Ovid’s E p istles  
i t  seems reasonable to  suppose that Dryden was thinking of Horace’s Art 
of Poetry as w ell as Roscommon’s tran sla tion s included in  M iscellany 
Poems.
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even with the help of the modem scholarly  ed itio n s . For there i s  a 

su b stan tia l body of evidence to  suggest that in  the years immediately 

follow ing the publication of Horace’s Art of Poetry and Ovid’s E p istles  

there developed a c lose  and inç>ortant relationsh ip  between Roscommon and 

Dryden, a relationsh ip  centring on the d iscussion  o f tra n sla tio n .

The f ir s t  piece o f evidence i s  to  be found in  one of the notes vdiich 

E lijah Fenton included in  h is  notes to  the ed ition  of W aller’s poems which

Tonson published in  1729, and which concerns Roscommon :

. . . I n  im itation  of those learned and p o lite  assem blies, 
with which he had been acquainted abroad; p articu la r ly  
one at Caen, (in  which h is  Tutor Bochartus dy’d suddenly, 
w h ilst he was delivering  an Oration.) he began to  form a 
Society for the refin in g , and f ix in g  the standard of our
language; in  which design h is  great friend Mr.Dryden was
a principal a s s is te n t . A design! of which i t  i s  much 
easier  to  conceive an agreeable idea, than any ration a l 
hope ever to  see i t  brought to  perfection  among us. This 
project, at le a s t ,  was en tir e ly  defeated by the r e lig io u s  
commotions that ensu’d on King James’s accession to  the 
throne.1

Fenton’s account i s  not very c lea r , and presents the scholar with some
2

problems of dating and in terpretation . As i t  stands, i t  might seem 

merely to  in d icate the existence of an abortive project in it ia te d  by 

Dryden and Roscommon in  the general area of that co d ifica tio n  and tab

u la tio n  of the language along ’Royal S ociety’ or French lin e s  in  vAiich
3

Dryden several times expresses an in ter est in  h is  prose Prefaces.

1 . See E lijah  Fenton, ed. The Works of Edmund Waller, In Verse and Prose 
(London, 1729), pp. I x x v i- lx x v ii .

2. See C.Niemeyer, ’The Earl of Roscommon’s Academy’ , 49 (1934), 432-437.
3 . See the Dedication to  The Rival Ladies (S co tt, I I , 118), and the E p istles  

Dedicatory to  Troilus and Gressida (S cott, VI, 231-7). Dryden’s 
involvement in  a Royal Society  committee ’for  inç>roving the English 
Language’ i s  discussed by E.Freeman, ’A Proposal for  an English Academy 
in  l6 6 0 ’ , MLR, 19 (1924), 291-300, and O.F.Emerson, ’John Dryden and 
a B ritish  Academy’ , Proc. B rit. Academy, 10 (1921-3), 45-58.
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However, fu rth er  evidence e x is t s  which enables us to  be rather c lea rer  

about th e exact nature o f  the ’S o c ie ty  fo r  th e  r e f in in g , and f ix in g  the  

standard of our language’ , in  th e  form o f th e  unpublished document on 

which Fenton c le a r ly  drew when compiling h is  n ote.

Although no seventeenth -or e ighteenth -cen tury  biography or c o lle c t io n

o f contemporary commendatory verses on Roscommon was ever published (Tonson

was c le a r ly  hoping to  include a biography in  h is  1717 e d it io n  of Roscommon’ s

Poems, but i t  never m a ter ia lised ), th ere  e x is t s ,  preserved among th e Baker

Manuscripts in  th e  Cambridge U n iversity  Library, a tra n scr ip t o f a

Manuscript L ife  o f Roscommon addressed t o  Lord Cartaret by Dr .Knight le y

Chetwood (1650-1720)^. Chetwood, a graduate o f King’s C ollege Cambridge

contributed to  th e  Dryden/Tonson Plutarch (1683), (w ith Roscommon) to

M iscellany Poems (1684) and Dryden’ s conç)osite tr a n s la t io n  of St.Evremond

(1692) ,  and supplied  the Id fe  o f V ir g il and Preface to  the P astora ls for

Dryden’s V ir g il  ( 1 6 9 7 ) A le t t e r  o f DrydenVdating from August 1684 makes

i t  c lea r  th a t by th a t date Chetwood was considered on s u f f ic ie n t ly  c lo se

t  enns with Roscommon and h is  work to  undertake th e  proof-reading of th e

proposed Second E d ition  o f Roscommon’ s Essay on Translated Verse should th e
3

Earl h im self be prevented from doing so . Chet wood’ s manuscript L ife  g iv es

1 . See Tonson’s note To the Reader (S ig . A2v) in  the 1717 ed itio n . The 
manuscript i s  en tit le d  ’A Short Account of some Passages of the L ife  
& Death of Wentworth la te  Earle of Roscommon, To the Right Honourable

. My Lord Cartaret’ . Cambridge U niversity  Library, Baker MSS, Mm.1.47.
2. Chetwood’s tran sla tion  of the ’Hector and Andromache’ episode in  the  

Sixth Book of the Tliad ( f i r s t  published in  Tate’s M iscellany in  1685, 
then reprinted in  1693 in  A C ollection  of Poems vdiere i t  i s  dated 1677) 
was used by Dryden "vdien preparing h is  own version of the same episode 
for  Examen Poeticum. See R.E.Sowerby, Dryden and Homer (Unpublished 
Cambridge PhD D issertation , 1975).

3 . Ward, L etters, p .23.
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a f u l le r  account of the Roscoinmon/Drylen ’S o c ie ty ' than had Fenton*

This Storm blowing o v e r ,. , .h e  s e t  h im se lfe , to  form a so r t  
of Academy, in  Im itation  of th at a t Caen, I t  seem'd a proper 
time fo r  i t ,  fo r  things were in  p er fect T ran q u illity ; but i t  
was lik e  th at profound Calm in  the a ir , w ^ u su a lly  go's before 
Earth-quakes, & f ie r y  E ruptions, as some n a tu r a lis ts  observe. 
During th is  happy, but short In terv a l, good Men began to  know 
one another b e tte r , there was then Friendship , en g lish  good= 
nature f lo u r ish 'd , every spark of w®̂  o u ^ t  to  be preserv'd  
as c a r e fu lly , as the Sacred Fire was by the Jews, during y® 
time of y^ C ap tiv ity . Those who compos'd th is  l i t t l e  Body, 
were the Marquess of H», who undertook the T ranslation of 
T acitus, an Author p e r fe c t ly  su ited  to  h is t a s t .  He cairried 
i t  on a good way, & corrected a great many Mistakes in  the 
Version of Ablancourt, The Lord Maitland was another, who 
then began h is  e x c e lle n t  T ranslation of V ir g il .  The Ei of R, 
wrote h is  Essay on tran sla ted  v erse , in  em ulation of that 
f in ish 'd  poem. An Essay upon poetry, upon My Lord bestows 
ju s t ly  the name of correct

Happy th at Author, whose correct Essay,
But the next lin e  has a l i t t l e  Draw- back.

Repairs so  w e ll our old Horatian way.
He was d e s ir 'd  to  a lte r  th at L ine, but would not t & yet  

the g rea test of the Greeks & Romans thought i t  not beneath them, 
to  take the charge of rep a irin g  the ways, & the public Fabrics,
The E srle of D . . . t ,  one of the most accom plish'd persons of the 
Age, came sometimes among them, as did the Lord Candish, the 
Ingenious c o l l ;  Finch, S Charles S c . . . ^ ,  M̂  Dryden, whom Lord 
Ros; look'd  upon, as a n a tu ra ll rather than a correct Poet, & 
therefore c a l l s  him somewhere, The luxurious Father of the fo ld .

There were some few others of le s s  note & A b il i t ie s  % They 
aim'd at r e f in in g  our Language, w ithout abating the force of i t ,
& therefore ins ted of making a laborious D iction ary , they  
purposed s e v e r a lly  to  peruse our b est w r ite r s , & mark such words, 
as they thought vu lgar, base, improper, or o b so le te , A great 
many Innocent, & not u se le s s  p rojects were form'd, w®̂  I w i l l  not 
mention, because they were not executed,

(p p .39-40)

Chetwood's account makes i t  much c lea rer  than Fenton's that the 

'S oc iety ' (now ca lled  an 'Academy') was much more of a l i t e r a r y  m ilieu  

than one w ith l in g u is t ic  in te r e s t s  of a narrowly lex icograp h ica l kind, 

that i t  was in  the production of tra n sla tio n s th at the members of the 

group s e t  them selves to  r iv a l the French, and that Roscommon's Essay 

on Translated Verse emerged
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from the stimulus provided by th is  m ilieu . Most inqportant for our present 

purposes, Chetwood reveals Dryden a c tiv e ly  involved in  the early  1680’s 

(the period at vrtiich the enterprise has been c lea r ly  dated) in  d iscussing , 

in  a serious and congenial environment, the problems o f tran sla tion  and 

i t s  p o ten tia l force for English culture and the English language.^

The group seem to  have possessed valuable q u a lifica tio n s fo r  the 

enterprise. Lord Cavendish was, apparently, a f in e  Latin scholar to  whom 

Roscommon him self entrusted h is  poems fo r  rev ision .^  Lauderdale (Maitland) 

was the possessor of a vast lib rary  and him self a tran sla tor  (Dryden was 

la te r  to  make use of h is  manuscript tran sla tion  of the Aeneid in  composing 

h is  own v ers io n ). Dorset was, of course, Dryden’s lo y a l patron over a 

large number of years. Dryden pays perhaps h is  warmest tr ib u te  to  the 

Earl’s l ite r a r y  ta s te  and judgement in  the Discourse Concerning S a tire .^

1. The dating i s  Niemeyer’s ,  in  the a r t ic le  c ited  in  fn .2  p .106.
2. In h is  funeral address on Cavendish, White Kennett remarked: ’He 

was a poet not by genius only, but by learning and judgement. The 
Lord Roscommon made him a constant rev iser  of h is  immortal l in e s ’ .
See Thompson Cooper in  The Gentleman’s Magazine (1855), i i .  New 
S er ie s , No.44, pp.603-5. On Cavendish’s Latin scholarship, see 
J.Spingam , e d ., C ritica l Essays of the Seventeenth Century (3 v o ls . ,  
Oxford, 1908), I I ,  327.

3 . On Lauderdale’ s lib rary , see Evelyn’s testim ony, c ited  in  I.D.MacKillop, 
The M ilieu of C riticism , pp.77-8. Lauderdale’s influence on Dryden’s 
Aeneis i s  discussed by L.Proudfoot in  Dryden’s Aeneid and i t s  Seventeenth 
Century Predecessors (Manchester , 1^60) and by M.P.Boddy,
’Dryden-Lauderdale R elationships. Some Bibliographical Notes and a 
Suggestion’ , Rĝ , 42 (1963), 267-72, and ’The Manuscripts and Printed 
E ditions of the Translation of V irg il Made by Richard Maitland, Fourth 
Earl of Lauderdale, and the Connexion with Dryden’ , N. Q. , 12 (1965), 
144-150.

4 . Some, including Johnson, have found the praise extravagantly fulsome.
I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note ( in  the l i ^ t  of the argument presented in  
the la te r  part of th is  chapter) that Dorset was probably a c lo se  friend  
of Tonson’ s , and periiaps in i t i a l l y  recommended Nahum Tate to  the 
publisher. See K.M.Lynch, Jacob Tonson, p. 16.
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Some doubts have been cast as to  whether Dryden»s involvement with 

Roscommon in  the scheme was in  fa c t as c lose as i t  would appear from 

Fenton’ s account. I t  has been suggested by Professor Niemeyer, for  

exançle, that Fenton’s s in g lin g  out of Dryden as Roscommon’s ’principal 

a ss is ta n t’ was a case of Fenton’ s being wise a fter  the event and 

associating  Dryden too c lo se ly  with the enterprise because of h is la te r  

ce leb r ity . Later in  th is  sectio n  I sh a ll be presenting what I  hope i s  

ample evidence to  suggest that in  the early  l680’s Dryden was d elib era te ly  

cu ltiva tin g  a ’tran sla tin g  m ilieu ’ fo r  which the prin cip al ou tle t became 

the publications of the Tonson house. I  th ink, however, i t  i s  a lso  

p ossib le  to  esta b lish  convincingly that the personal relationsh ip  of 

Dryden and Roscommon, and the esteem in  which they held each other, was 

stronger than i s  commonly supposed.

One particu lar scrap of evidence has recently  come to  lig h t which

c a sts  s p e c if ic  doubt on Professor Niemeyer’ s judgement '’th at the c lo se

co-operation  o f Roscommon and Dryden e x is ted  s o le ly  in  th e  mind o f Fenton**.'

Professor Niemeyer was unable to  find  a source in  any of Roscommon’s

works for the i ta l ic i s e d  phrase in  th is  sentence of Chetwood’s memoir :

Lord R os; . . .  look ’d upon [Dryden] as a n a tu ra l!  
rather than a correct Poet, & th erefore  c a l l s  
him somewhere. The luxurious Father of th e  f o ld .

But th e phrase in  fa c t  comes not from any work o f Roscommon’ s but from a

poem by Dryden h im self, h is  tran sla tion  of V irg il’ s Fourth Pastoral which

had appeared f i r s t  in  M iscellany Poems (1684) and was la te r  reprinted in

The Works of V irg il (1697). I t  i s  there used to  describe the ram who, in

1. In a p iece of unpublished research by Mr. H.A.Mason, which I  draw on her^Ji 
pp.i05-̂ /c>7li5'¥̂ axid la te r  in  remarks on Roscommon’s Essay on Translated 
Verse.
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the second golden age, w i l l  appear in  i t s  natural splendour rather than 

shining with ’dissembled colours’ . Chetwood, in  recording Roscommon’s 

comment, had c lea r ly  forgotten i t s  o r ig in a l context (even though, as we 

have seen, he contributed to  both volumes in  which Dryden’ s Fourth Pastoral 

had appeared) and presumably supposed that i t  was Roscommon’s 'original^  

remark. I t  i s  obvious, at any ra te , that the remark with i t s  clear  

a llu sion  to  the Golden Age i s  intended as a warm compliment to  Dryden 

(and one very much in  lin e  with the characterisation of h is  ’natural’ 

genius to  be found in  many of h is  early  admirers).

I f  there i s  evidence for  Roscommon’s respect for  Dryden’s p o etica l 

ta le n ts , there i s  a lso  evidence for the friendship between the two men in  

the early 1680’s .  Roscommon further confirmed h is admiration fo r  Dryden 

by contributing commendatory verses to  the second ed ition  of R elig io  Lai c i  

which Tonson published in  1683 (they were a lso  reprinted in  the second 

e d itio n  of M iscellany Poems (1692)). The warmth of Dryden’ s fe e lin g s  for  

Roscommon can be judged not only from the tone of the complimentary verses 

to  Roscommon’s Essay but also from the tran sla tion  of Horace’s Odes I I I , i .  

Inscrib ’d to  the Earl of Roscommon, on h is  Intended Voyage to  Ireland  

published in  Sylvae (1685) (which we know to  have been w ritten  by August 

1684) ,  which describes Roscommon as

The best of Poets and of Friends, (8) 

and requests the ’gentle Breezes’ to

... la n d  him sa fe ly  on the shore:
And save the b etter  part of me.
From perishing with him at Sea. (10-12)^

1. Complimentary verses for the Essay were a lso  w ritten  by Dryden’s son 
Charles ( in  Latin) and Knightley Chetwood. For the dating of the 
Ode, see Ward, L etters, pp.22-4*
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Chetwood was perhaps right in  suggesting that the ’Academy’s ’ projects 

’were not executed’ in  the terms in  which they had been o r ig in a lly  

conceived, but there can, I th ink, be l i t t l e  doubt that the thinking  

about tran sla tion  of which the ’Academy’ was one example and the  

p oten tia l b en efits  which i t  could bring for  the English language, both 

bore f r u it ,  and were f e l t  to  have borne f r u it ,  in  the publications of the 

Tonson house over the next two decades, and i t  i s  to  th is  aspect o f Dryden’ s 

’tran sla tin g  m ilieu ’ that we must now tu m .^

In broad terms, the record speaks for i t s e l f .  In the twenty years 

a fter  Tonson became Dryden’s p rincipal publisher, he printed, as w e ll as 

Ovid’s E p is t le s ,the f i r s t  four volumes of M iscellany Poems (con sistin g  

very la rg ely  of tran sla tion s from the C lassica l p o ets), Dryden’s V irg il 

(1697), composite English versions of Plutarch (1683-6), Juvenal and 

Persius (1693), and tran sla tion s of Horace (1684) and Manilius (1696) by 

Creech, Cicero’ s De O fic iis  by L’Estrange (1688), Ovid’s Art of Love,

Book 1 and Musaeus’ Hero and Leander by Hoy (1692). He a lso  compiled, or 

published piece-meal in  m iscellan ies much of the m aterial that would be 

eventually  co llected  (a fter  Dryden’s death) in  the conposite versions of 

Ovid’ s Metamorphoses (edited by Garth 1717) h is Art of Love (1709) and 

Amores (included with the E p istles  in  the 1725 ed ition ) and Horace’s Odes 

and Satires (1715), and issu in g  two more volumes of M iscellany Poems in

1 . Dryden la te r  made complimentary references to  Roscommon in  the
P a ra lle l o f Painting and Poetry (S cott, XVII, 327) and the Dedication  
and P ostscript to  the Aeneis (K insley, I I I ,  1051, 1426).
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1704 and 1709-^

The evidence which allow s us to  form some estim ate o f  the p rec ise  

part Dryden played in  Tonson’ s en terp r ise  and o f the way in  which both 

men worked to  c u lt iv a te  younger w r ite r s , to  promote th e ir  en terp rise  

and to  b u ild  up a group of p o te n tia l tr a n s la to r s  in  th ese  years has to  be 

esta b lish ed  more gradually , but i s ,  I  th in k , no le s s  s tr ik in g  in  i t s  

cumulative e f f e c t .  A s ta r tin g  poin t can be found in  examining the  

composite version  of P lutarch’ s L ives which Tonson issu ed  in  f iv e  volumes 

between 1683 and 1686, which has always been known as ’Dryden’s P lutarch’ . 

A scru tin y  o f the contributors to  th ese  volumes revea ls  th a t sev era l had 

already contributed t o  Ovid’ s E p is t le s  and/or were to  contribu te to  

M iscellany Poems (1684), w hile no le s s  than eleven  o f th e  contributors  

were graduates (and some o f them Fellow s) o f T r in ity , Cambridge, Dryden’ s 

old  c o lle g e . (W estminster, h is  o ld  sch o o l, i s  a lso  w e ll  represented in  

the l i s t ) .  S ince Malone f i r s t  suggested i t ,  i t  has been customary to  

a ttr ib u te  the short address o f ’The Publisher to  th e  Reader’ in  Volume 

One o f th e  Plutarch to  Dryden h im se lf. The author of the address i s

1. I  sh a ll be presenting evidence in  Chapter 4 to  suggest that the 1717 
Metamorphoses was in  preparation in  the early l690 ’ s .  The 1715 
Horace, as i t s  Preface makes c lear , was issued by Tonson as a 
rip oste  to  a pirated ed ition  of the same year ’by Persons vdio have 
no Right to  the Printing th ereof, the Copies therein  being near 
taken from the M iscellany Poems published by Mr. Dryden, and printed  
by Jacob Tonson’ . (sig. A3r).

2. The l i s t  of contributors i s  printed in  the C alifornia ed itio n , XVII, 
430, and (with some d ifferen ces) Macdonald, Bibliography, p .169, fn .2 .  
Duke, Smallwood, Rycant, Browne, Arrowsmith, Cooper, Needham, Warren, 
Uvedale, Leman and Allen were a l l  T rin ity  men. Duke, Smallwood, 
Cooper, Thornburgh, Needham and Uvedale were a l l  former Westminster 
boys.
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c lea r ly  echoing the Preface to  Ovid’s E p istles  when he remarks that

. . .the English Reader., . sh a ll s e e . . . the very 
S p ir it  of the O riginal, Transfus’d in to  the  
Traduction.

and in  h is  commendation of the contributors, Dryden ( i f  i t  i s  he) i s

g iving strong support to  a group of contributors which, i t  seems l ik e ly ,

he had some su b stan tia l say in  se lectin g :

. . .  I  have with a l l  possib le Respect, and 
Industry, Besought, S o U ic ite d , and Obtain’d 
the Assistance of persons equal to  the en terprize, 
and not only C riticks in  the Tongue, but Men of 
known fame, and A b il it ie s ,  for s ty le  and Ornament, 
but I sh a ll rather refer  you to  the Learned and 
Ingenious Translators of th is  f i r s t  part, (whose 
Names you w i l l  find  in  the next page) as a Specimen 
of what you may promise your s e l f  from the R est.

Not that Dryden had t o ta l  resp o n sib ility  for choosing contributors.

We know from a chance remark in  a la te r  book that Lord Somers’ contribution

to  the Plutarch (the L ife of A lcibiades in  Volume 2) was due, as had been

h is  e a r lie r  contribu tion  to  Ovid’ s E p is t le s , to  h is  acquaintance w ith

Tonson.^ Tonson was always him self an assiduous ’ta le n t sp o tter’ as h is
2

la te r  dealings with the young Pope c lea r ly  show.

Some p articu lar ly  in terestin g  miscellaneous s id e lig h ts  on the a c t iv ity  

of the m ilieu  in  these years can be found in  the rela tion s of Tonson and 

Dryden in  these years with Aphra Behn, and with the young tran sla tor  whose 

ta le n ts  Tonson very soon spotted, Thomas Creech (1659-1700). I'lrs. Behn, an 

admirer of Dryden’ s of some years’ standing, had, as we’ve seen, had two

1. Memoirs o f the l i f e  of Lord Somers (1716), p .11. Tonson ’had the
Honour of being intim ate with him, when he was a young B arrister’ .

2. See Tonson’s le t t e r  to  Pope of 20 April 1706 in  The Correspondence of
Alexander Pope, ed. G.Sherbum ( i v o ls . ,  Oxford, 1956), I ,  17.
Wycherley, w riting to  Pope two y ears  la te r , describes Tonson as
one ’who has been so long a Pimp, or Gentleman-Usher to  the louses’ 
( ib id . ,  p .50).
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plays published by the Tonson brothers in  the la te  l670 ’s .^  We can thus,

I think, p lausib ly  conclude that i t  was due to  Tonson’s agency that her

Qenone to  Paris was included in  Ovid’ s E p is t le s . Dryden manages a

p articu larly  ta c tfu l note in  h is  Preface when he explains her presence

in  the co llec tio n  even though she knows no Latin. We know from an

extant le t t e r  of hers that Tonson acted as some kind of intermediary
2

between her and Dryden. Her admiration for  Dryden continued fo r  several 

years, and although she did not contribute further to  the Dryden/Tonson 

M iscellanies she was c lea r ly  f e l t  by Tonson to  be s t i l l  lo o se ly  a member
3

of h is  ’group’ . She contributed, with Duke and Otway, commendatory verses

to  the London ed ition  of Creech’s Lucretius (1683, discussed below), and,

with Dryden, to  Henry Higden’s version of Juvenal’ s Tenth S atire (1687).

Her Poems on Several Occasions, published by Tonson in  1684,themselves 

contain commendatory verses by J.Cooper (a contributor to  Ovid’s E p istles  

and M iscellany Poems) and J.Adams (who had, with her, w ritten  conplementary 

verses to  Creech’s Lucretius, and a lso  him self appeared in  M iscellany Poems)

1 . See th e E p is t le  to  The Dutch Lover (1673) and Prologue to  S ir  Patient 
Fancy (1678) (quoted below ).

2. See The Works of Aphra Behn, ed. M.Summers (6 v o l s . ,  1915; r p t . New 
York, 1967) ,  I ,  x lv - x lv i .  The l e t t e r  was f i r s t  printed  in  The 
Gentleman’ s Magazine fo r  May 1836. I t  can probably be dated to  
1684 , s in ce  she la te r  makes referen ce to  her volume o f Poems upon 
Several Occasions (published by Tonson with h is  brother Richard in  th a t  
year) as i f  i t s  p u b lica tio n  were imminent.

3 . As T.T.Dombras po in ts out ( P o e tica l M isc e lla n ie s , 1684-1716, p .258) 
her own M iscellany (1685), l ik e  T ate’ s o f th e same year, was c lo se ly  
based on Tonson’s precedent.
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She was attacked with Dryden in  1682, and again complimented him in  some

verses to  Aesop’s Fables (1687).^ Dryden’s f in a l  return compliment to

her (delivered a fter  her death) i s  to  be found in  the Prologue and
2

Epilogue which he wrote to  her play The Widow Ranter.

I f  Tonson enrolled Aphra Behn (a lb e it  b r ie fly ) in to  h is  tran sla tin g

ventures, and involved others (including Dryden) and her in  the w riting

of conplimentary verses to  one another (h is standard way of promoting

h is  authors) he was a lso  responsible for the recruitment of the b r il l ia n t

young scholar Thomas Creech in to  what seems to  have been h is  project to

publish versions of a l l  the major C lassica l authors fo r  English readers.

Creech had graduated B.A. from Wadham College Oxford in  1680 and in  1682

(aged 23) published at Oxford the f i r s t  ed ition  of h is  tran sla tion  of

Lucretius. The tra n sla tio n  was an immediate success, being reprinted in

Oxford and London the very next year. Tonson’s further plans for Creech,

and Dryden’s part in  the enterprise (or, rather, h is  lack of i t )  are to ld

in  a le t t e r  w ritten  by Tonson to  h is  nephew over fo r ty  years la te r  :

Soon a fter  y® f i r s t  Edition of Lucretius, mr Creech 
came to  Town & was very much caressed & esteemed for  
i t ;  I brought him to  mr Dryden & by mr Wallers means 
he was carried to  mr Waller y® Poet When mr Creech 
returned to  Oxford he wrot to  me to  get mr Dryden & 
mr Waller to  w rite some verses to  put before y® 2*̂ ®
Edition; I was much obleidgd to  him & p articu larly

1 . See Macdonald, B ibliography, p .213.
2. Dryden’ s Prologue and Epilogue were not reprinted  u n t i l  w e ll  in to  

t h i s  century. For f u l l  d e t a i l s ,  see C aliforn ia  e d it io n . I I I ,  504-5. 
Presumably at th is  date Dryden was ignorant o f th e  scabrous manuscript 
s a t ir e  (unpublished t i l l  t h i s  century) which Mrs.Behn had w ritten
on him th e  same year. Her e d ito r , Montague Summers, a ttr ib u te s  
th e  m alice of t h i s  p iece  to  her i l l  h ea lth . See The Works o f Aphra 
Behn, VI, 400-1, 435-6. By 1699 Dryden was adopting a more 
c r i t i c a l  tone towards her, but h is  remarks show no sign  o f  
personal animus. See Ward, L e tte r s , p .127.
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for h is doing some liv e s  in  Plutarch & h is  shewing 
mee some parts of h is  horace & promising mee y® 
printing of i t  ; Dryden r ea lly  envyed thee reputation  
hee had gotten by Lucretius & I  coud not p reva il, but 
being loath to  appear not to  have in ter est enough I  
resolved to  try  to  w rite a coppy that shoud be taken 
for Drydens & soe I  wrote that coppy w®b begins -  

How happy had our English tongue been made 
Were but our w it industrious as our trade -  

I t  was taken by Creech & every one e lse  for Drydens & I 
trusted noe body wth ye S ecret.1

Dryden was to  keep as quiet about Tonson’ s fake verses as he did about
/  2

h is  hand in  S ir William Soame’s version of Boileau’s Art Poétique. In

the verses ’Dryden’ exhorts Creech to  stay  in  the tra n q u ility  of Oxford

and continue with h is already-embryoric version of Horace :

Horace we have in  Paraphrastick dress.
(They who enlarge h is Poems, make ’em le s s )
Tho baulkt before wou’d see us once again.
And Courts th ’assistance of thy Juster Pen;
On th ese , and such as th ese , i f  such there are,
Imploy those hours Convenience l e t s  thee spare 
For th is  in  Wadhams peaceful Walls resid e .
Books be thy Pleasure, to  do w ell thy Pride.3

Dryden’s rea l fe e lin g s , according to  Malone, were rather d iffe r e n t . He 

attr ib u tes Dryden’s encouragement to  Creech to  p ers is t  with Horace to

1 . See S.L.C.Clapp, Jacob Tonson in  Ten Letters By and About Him (Austin, 
1948), pp.10-11. Parts of the le t t e r  were f i r s t  published by G.Thom- 
Drury in  R.E.S. ,  1. (1925), 125-7.

2. As the same le t t e r  shows, Tonson a lso  faked W aller’s verses. The 
Boileau was published anonymously in  1683. Only when Tonson reprinted 
i t  in  the second ed ition  of The Annual M iscellany. . . Being the Fourth 
Part of M iscellany Poems (1708) did he supply the information (S igs. 
A2r-v) that the tran sla tion  was made by Soame in  1680, and that Dryden

/with whom Soame was ’veiy  in tim ately  acquainted’ had ’made very consid
erable A lterations in  i t ’ including the sub stitu tion  of the names of 
English authors for  Boileau’s French examples. For the p ossib le  
influence in  th is  respect of Etherege and Oldham on Dryden, see  
C alifornia, 11, 369.

3 . S igs. C3v-C4r.
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h is  knowledge that i t s  certain  fa ilu r e  would diminish the reputation  

which Creech had gained from the Lucretius. However, Creech went on to  

couple te  h is  Horace (which Tonson published in  I 684) as w e ll as being a 

regular contributor to  the Tonson/Dryden co llec tio n s; Plutarch (1683-6), 

M iscellany Poems ( I 684) ,  Juvenal (1693), as w ell as w riting commendatory 

verse for R elig io  Lai c i  and making h is  own tran sla tion s of Theocritus 

(1684) and Manilius (1697).^

M iscellany Poems (1684) shows how far Tonson and Dryden had gone 

towards assembling a coherent set of tran sla tin g  projects and a coherent 

group of tran sla tors by that date. As has been suggested, i t  seems almost 

certain  that the volume grew out of a plan to  produce composite versions  

of Ovid’s Amores, Horace’ s Odes, and V ir g il’s Eclogues along the same lin e s  

as Ovid’s E p is t le s . Many of the tran slators of the Eclogues (which has 

a separate t it le -p a g e  and pagination in  the volume) are the same as those  

for Ovid’ s E p is t le s . I f  Tonson had been, as we have seen, responsible for  

the recruitment of several of the contributors, Dryden’s part as lite r a r y  

ed itor and arb iter  in  the enterprise seems a lso  c lear . As w ell as almost 

certa in ly  en ro llin g  contributors from h is  own c ir c le  of acquaintance 

(e sp e c ia lly  from the members of h is  own U niversity and College) the fa c t  

of h is  d eta iled  scrutiny and improvement of contributions i s  made clear

by several p ieces of evidence. Passing reference has already been made to
/

h is  hand in  Soame’s version  o f B oileau ’ s Art Poétique which was published

1. The Horace was dedicated to  Dryden to  whom (along with Roscommon) 
Creech expresses debts in  the Preface.

2. The suggestion was made by T.T.Dombras (P oetica l M iscellan ies, 1684- 
1716). p .252 .
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anonymously in  1683. Creech appears to  have possib ly  modified a passage

of h is  Lucretius in  the lig h t  of cr itic ism s made by Dryden.^ The other

evidence of Dryden’s hand in  other men's work ccmes from a few years la te r ,

but the example of Soame’s poem shows that i t  was an extent ion of h is

e a r lie r  practice rather than a new departure. His correspondence with

Walsh of 1691 (preserved in  Walsh’s Letterbook in  the B ritish  Museum)

reveals him subjecting an epigram of Walsh’ s to  a d eta iled  ’p ra ctica l

c r it ic ism ’ ; every one of h is  suggestions was incorporated by Walsh in
2

h is  published version. But peikaps the most t e l l in g  p iece of a l l  the

evidence on th is  subject i s  that connected with one of the contributions

to  the composite Juvenal of 1693, the tran sla tion  of the Eighth S atire by

the poet and diplomat George Stepney (1663-1707). Stepney, lik e  so many

of the young men who translated for  Dryden and Tonson had been educated

at Westminster and T rin ity  (where he was elected  Fellow in  1687) and was

s t i l l  an undergraduate at Cambridge when he made h is  debut in  M iscellany

Poems (1684) with a tran sla tion  of Ovid’s elegy on T ibullus. I t  i s  partly

to  Stepney’s testimony that we owe our knowledge that Dryden supervised

the Juvenal with sp ecia l care, and we a lso  know from a le t t e r  of Stepney’ s

that i t  was h is custom to  show h is  poems to  Dryden for suggested improve- 
3

ments. The most strik in g  evidence for Dryden’s ro le  as Tonson’s ed itor

1 . In an undated le t t e r  (Ward, L etters , pp. 14-16) Dryden, acting, apparently, 
as some sort of adjudicator between two contestants in  a wager, o ffers  
certain  cr itic ism s of a passage in  Book One of Creech’s tran sla tion  of 
De Re rum Natura. Although i t  has been noticed (by C.G.Gordon, the  
author of the standard bibliography of Lucretius) that Professor Ward 
quotes in  h is  commentary from a la te r  (1714) te x t  of Creech’s Lucretius, 
quite unlike that commented on by Dryden, v^at has not been noticed i s  
that the la te r  tex t of Creech implements exactly  the cr itic ism s made 
by Dryden in  the le t t e r .

2. See Ward, L etters , pp.33-36.
3 . See J.M.Kemble, ed .. State Papers and Correspondence (London, 1857), p .121, 

which reprints a le t t e r  from Stepney to  the philosopher Leibnitz (o f March 
1693 ) to  th is  e f fe c t .
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i s  preserved on the holograph manuscript of Stepney’s Eighth S atire  of

Juvenal which i s  preserved in  the William Andrews Clark Memorial Library

at the U niversity of C alifornia.^  On th is  manuscript appears a note in

Pope’s handwriting :

Who compares th is  O riginal of Î4r.Stepney’ s 
with that printed in  Drydens Juvenal, w i l l  see 
y® vast advantages i t  rece iv ’d by passing under 
h is  hands. I question not, the same wd appear of 
y® other tran sla tion s th ere, i f  y® orig in a ls  were 
extant to  make the same comparison. This was what 
That great Man did for almost a l l  h is  acquaintance.

So far I hope to have estab lished  what might seem to  be two separate 

( i f  to  some extent overlapping) elements in  Dryden’s ’translating  m ilieu ’ 

of the early  1680’s -  h is a c t iv ity  with Roscommon in  the ’Academy’ to  

extend the p o s s ib i l it ie s  of the English language v ia  tra n sla tio n , and h is  

involvement with Tonson in  the publication and ed iting of marketable trans

la t io n s , and the recruitment of younger men to  a s s is t  the en terp rise. Some 

evidence has recently  come to  lig h t  that the overlap between th ese elements 

was even c loser than i t  might at f i r s t  sight seem. Near the beginning of 

h is  Essay on Translated Verse, Roscommon confidently exhorts h is  audience 

to  contemplate the English achievement in  tran sla tion  which is  now (because 

of the inherent superiority  of the English tongue) in  a p o sitio n  to  r iv a l  

the French;

The noblest Fruits Transplanted in  our I s le  
With early  Hope, and fragrant Blossoms sm ile.
Familiar Ovid tender thoughts in sp ires .
And Nature seconds a l l  h is  so ft  D esires;
Theocritus do’s now to  Us belong;

1. Published as George Stepney’ s Translation of the Eighth S atire  of 
Juvenal ed. T. &.E. Swedenborg (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1948).
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And Albion’s Rocks repeat h is  Rural Song.
V/ho has not heard how I ta ly  was b le s t .
Above the Medes, above the wealthy East?
Or Galiu s Song, so tender, and so true.
As evn Lycoris might with p ity  view I 
When Mourning Nymphs attend th e ir  Daphne’s Herse 
VJho do’s not Weep, that Reads the moving Verse I 
But hear, oh hear, in  what exalted stre in s  
S ic i l ia n  Muses through th ese happy Plains,
Proclaim Satum ian Times, our own Apollo Reigns.1

What has not been noticed h itherto  i s  that th is  l i s t  i s  not the general 

commendation that i t  might at f i r s t  seem, but i s  q quite sp e c if ic  encomium 

on the various tran slation s published by the Tonson house since 1680 -  

the tran sla tion s from Ovid in  Ovid’ s E p istles  and M iscellany Poems, 

Creech’s Horace and Theocritus and the versions of V irg il’s Eclogues and 

Georgies in  M iscellany Poems. The point i s  conclusively  clinched by the

fa c t  that tw ice Roscommon c lea r ly  echoes the precise wording of the
2Tonson versions in  h is d escrip tion s.

The Preface to  Gilbert Burnet’s tra n sla tio n  of More’s Utopia shows

that by 1684 there was a general fe e lin g  that tran sla tion  could be one

means of r ea lis in g  the great p o ten tia l of the English language :

. . . t h e  French took no i l l  Method, when they intended to  
reform and beautify  th e ir  Language, in  se ttin g  th e ir  best 
Writers on Work to  tra n sla te  the Greek and Latin Authors 
in to  i t .  There i s  so l i t t l e  praise got by Translations, 
that à Man cannot be engaged to  i t  out of Vanity, for  i t  
has past for a sign of a slow Mind; that can amuse i t  s e l f
with so mean an Entertainment; but we begin to  grow w iser.

1. Roscommon, Essay, pp.2-3.
2. The precise  echoes, as Mr.Mason points out in  the p iece of research 

referred to  above, are of the refra in  of Creech’s F irst Id y ll of 
Theocritus, and Stafford’s version o f V ir g il’s Tenth Pastoral in  
M iscellany Poems. Roscommon a lso  seems to  be referring s p e c if ic a lly  
in  h is  catalogue to Creech’s Horace and Theocritus (both ju st pub
lish ed ) and Chetwood’s version (in  M iscellany Poems) of V irg il’s 
Second Géorgie.



122.

and tho ordinary Translators must succeed i l l  in  
the esteem of the World, yet some have appeared of 
la te  that w il l ,  I  hope, bring th at way of w riting  
in  cred it. The English language has wrought i t  
s e l f  out, both of the fulsome Pedantry under vdiich 
i t  Laboured long ago, and the t r i f l in g  way o f dark 
and u n in te llig ib le  Wit that came a fte r  th a t, and 
out of the course extravagance of Canting that 
succeeded th is :  but as one Ext ream commonly produces
another, so we were beginning to  f l y  in to  a sublime 
p itch , of a strong but fa ls e  Rhetorick, which had 
much corrupted, not only the Stage, but even the  
Pulpit: two p laces, that tho they ought not to  be
named together, much le s s  to  resemble on another; 
yet i t  cannot be denied, the the Rule and Measure 
of Speech i s  generally  taken from them: but that
f lo r id  stra in  i s  almost quite worn out, and i s  
become now as rid iculous as i t  was once admired.
So that without e ith er  the Expence or Labour that 
the French have undergone, our Language has, l ik e  a 
rich  Wine, wroiight out i t s  Tartar, and i s  in sen sib ly  
brought to  a Purity that could not have been compassed 
without much labour, had i t  not been for  the great 
advantage that we have of a Prince, who i s  so great a 
Judg, that h is s in g le  approbation or d is lik e  has almost 
as great an Authority over our Language, as h is  Prerogative 
gives him over our Coin. We are now so much refined , that 
how d efective  so ever our Imaginations or Reasonings may be, 
yet our Language has fewer Faults, and Is more natural and 
proper, than i s  was at any time b e fo r e .l

Burnet in  expressing h is  fa ith  that the time i s  now ripe for  tra n sla tio n s,

and that tran sla tion s need the language as much as the language needs

tra n sla tio n s , i s  c lo se  to  Roscommon’s thought that the new dawn i s  a ctu a lly

v is ib le .  The early  1680’s can be seen as years of growing confidence in
2

the p o ten tia l and achievement of tra n sla tio n .

So in suggesting, in  the Preface to  Sylvae, that he had been partly

1. Utopia : w ritten  in  Latin by S ir  Thorny More, Chancellor of England
Translated in to  English (London, 1684)j S ig s . A3v-A4v»

2. For further examples by Morgan, Eachard and L’Estrange, see I.D .
MacKillop, The M ilieu of C riticism , pp.79-80.
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stim ulated by the desire to  put Roscommon’s precepts in to  p ractice ,

Dryden must have rea lised  that Roscommon’s precepts had them selves, in

th e ir  turn, been given weight by the practice both of him self and h is

fe llo w  tran sla tors in  the Tonson group, slender as much of th at achievement

seems to  us now in  comparison with vdiat was to  fo llow . And in  claiming,

in  the same Preface, the need of the tran sla tor  to

wear [ . . . ]  o f f  the rust which he contracted , w hile  he was 
la y in g  in  a stock of Learning

with the help of

th e  knowledge o f Men and Manners, th e  freedom o f
habitudes and conversation w ith the best company o f
both S ex es;

(K insley, I ,  391)

Dryden must surely  have been thinking, at le a s t  in  part, of the stimulus

afforded him by working in  h is  tra n sla tin g  m ilieu  in  the years immediately

preceding the publication  of that volume, composing versions which were

intended (as he wrote la te r  of h is  Juvenal and Persius)

. . . f o r  the Pleasure and Entertainment, of those Gentlemen 
and Ladies, who tho they are not Scholars, are not Ignorant; 
Persons of Understanding and good Sense; who not having been 
conversant in  the O riginal, or at le a s t  not having made 
Latine Verse so much th e ir  business, as to  be Critiques in  
i t ,  wou’d be glad to  fin d , i f  the Wit of our Two great 
Authors, be answerable to  th e ir  Fame, and Reputation in  
the World.

(K insley, 11,658)
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( i i i )  Dryden’ s Disenchantment w ith th e  Theatre

I f  one important element in  Dryden’s development in  the 1680’s was 

the in sp iration  and support of h is  involvement with Roscommon, Tonson and 

others in  a group-endeavour to  make tran sla tion  both a commercial

and a r t is t ic  success, and to  f u l f i l  the p o ten tia l that they, and others, 

thought to  l i e  in  the medium, equally inportant for him were certain  

r e f le c t io n s  which he was increasingly  entertaining during these years about 

the nature and im plications of the e a r lie r  part of h is own career. At the  

very moment when h is  immersion in  the a ffa ir s  of the court was about to  

reach i t s  most in tense (with the controversies follow ing the publication  

of Absalom and Achitophel and The Medal) Dryden seems to  have been having 

severe m isgivings about h is  whole p osition  as a court w riter, and 

p articu lar ly  about h is  career as a provider of modish p lays, which, 

though many of them disp lay  -  at le a s t  in  embryo -  a l iv e ly  and active  

mind at work, had been w ritten  quite d e lib era te ly , and even unscrupulously, 

to  appeal to  the ta s te s  of a court audience that he was now coming 

in creasin g ly  to  desp ise .

Dryden’s e a r lie s t  commentators often remarked on what they took to  

be the regrettab le features of h is  e a r lie s t  p lays, and not a ll these  

adverse comments can be w ritten o ff  as jealousy or irrelevant m oralising. 

One of the most famous examples, and a convenient startin g-p oin t for  the 

present d iscu ssion , i s  the follow ing passage from Lord Lansdowne’s poem.

An Essay upon Unnatural F lig h ts  in  P oetry, published in  the year a fte r  

Dryden’ s death :

Dryden h im se lf, to  p lease  a fra n tick  Age,
Was fo r c ’d to  l e t  h is  judgment stoop to  Rage;
To a w ild  Audience he conform’d h is  Voice,
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Conç)ly’d to  Custom, but not err’d th ro’ Choice.
Deem then the Peoples, not the V/riter’s Sin,
Almanzor’s Rage, and Rants of Maximin;

Lansdovme supplied the follow ing footnote to  th is  passage in  h is  poem :

Mr. Dryden in  some Prologue has these two Lines :
He’ s bound t o  p le a se , not to  w r ite  w e ll;  And knows 
There i s  a mode in  Plays as w e ll as C loaths.

Let the Censurers of Mr. Dryden therefore be s a t is f ie d  
that where he has expos’d him self to  be c r i t i c i z ’d, i t  
has been only when he has endeavour’d to  fo llow  the 
fash ion . To humour others, and not to  p lease h im s e lf . . .  
those who w rite to  l iv e  w i l l  be always under a n ecessity  
to  comply in some measure with the Generality by whose 
approbation they s u b s is t .1

Dryden’s plays had, of course, been subjected to  attack very early in  h is  

career in  The Rehearsal (1672) and were la te r  to  be severely  castigated  

by Langbaine and others. The couplet quoted by Lansdowne ( i t  i s  from the 

Prologue to  The Rival Ladies, Dryden’ s second p lay, published as early as 

1664 , and before he’d w ritten any of the ’h ero ic’ plays which la te r  bore 

the brunt of the attacks) shows that Dryden perhaps f e l t  right from the  

beginning of h is  playwriting career that he was operating under irksome 

con stra in ts. In the Prologue to  her play S ir  Patient Fancy (1678) Aphra 

Behn portrays Dryden entertaining sim ilar thoughts about h is  comedies :

I ’ve seen an elevated Poet s i t ,
And hear th e Audience laugh and c la p , yet s6y.
Gad a f t e r  a l l ,  ’t i s  a damn’d s i l l y  P lay;
He unconcern’d, cr ies  only -  Is i t  so?
No matter, these unwitty th ings w i l l  do.

1. See J. & H. K insley, eds. Dryden : The C r itica l Heritage
(London  , 1971), pp.243-4- I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note that Lansdowne 
admired, and wrote a poem on ’Dryden’s several excellen t tran slation s  
of the ancient poets’ , which i s  printed (with i t s  e a r lie r  t i t l e )  in  the 
Kinsleys' volume on pp .223-4- Further s tr ic tu res  on the way Dryden’s 
e a r lie r  plays were designed to  appeal to  base ta s te s  are to  be found 
in  Charles Gildon’s The Laws of Poetry (London 1721), p p .213, 350, 
and John Oldmixon’s Arts of Logick and Rhetoric (London, 1728), 
p p.238-40.
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I'Vhen your f in e  fu stian  u se less  Eloquence 
Serves but to  chime asleep a drousy Audience.
Who at the vast expence of Wit would tr e a t .
That might so cheaply please the Appetite? 1

Writing h is account of Dryden’s plays over a century la te r , Samuel

Johnson began thus :

. . .  in  1663, in  the th irty-second year of h is  l i f e ,  
he commenced a w riter for the stage; compelled 
undoubtedly by n ecessity , for  he appears never to  
have loved that exercise of h is  genius, or to  have 
much pleased him self with h is own dramas.

(Miiiphy, IX, 318)

Johnson’ s observation i s  confirmed by several further statements made by 

Dryden him self. In the Prologue to  Lee’ s Caesar Borgia, probably acted in  

1679 and published in  I 68O, Dryden took up again the subject of the play

w right’ s dependence upon an unworthy audience :

Th’ unhappy man, vdio once has t r a i l ’d a Pen,
Lives not to  p lease him self but other men:
Is always drudging, wasts h is  L ife and Blood,
Yet only eats and drinks what you think good:
What praise so e ’re the Poetry deserve.
Yet every Fool can bid the Poet starve:

(1 - 6 )

And in  h is Preface to  The Spanish Friar (I 68I)  Dryden reflected  thus on

h is  e a r lier  heroic p lays. Tyrannic Love and The Conquest of Granada :

. . .  I remember some verse of my own
Maxirain and Almanzor, which cry vengeance upon me for  
th e ir  extravagance, . . .  A ll I can say for  those passages, 
which are, I hope, not many, i s  that I knew they were bad 
enough to  p lease , even when I wrote them; but I  repent 
of them amongst ny s in s; and i f  any of th e ir  fellow s  
intrude by chance in to  ny present w ritin gs, I draw a 
stroke over a l l  those D alilahs of the theatre; and am
resolved I w il l  s e t t le  n y se lf no reputation by the
applause of fo o ls . I t  i s  not that I am m ortified to  
a ll ambition, but I scorn as much to  take i t  from 
h alf-w itted  judges, as I should to  ra ise  an esta te  
by cheating of bubbles.

(S cott, VI, 376-377)

1 . See The Works of Aphra Behn, IV, 8 -9 . Dryden i s  mentioned by name only 
a few lin e s  e a r lie r .
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In each of these cases, however, we might be in clin ed  not to

attr ib u te  too much personal force to  Dryden’ s statem ents. The Prologues

might be thought of merely as ch aracter istic  exh ib itions of the kind of

w it t i ly  in su ltin g  a ttitu d e to  the audience conventionally expected o f the

genre, and the Preface might be thought of as a rejectio n  of a lite r a r y

genre that was by now (1681) generally  thought of as somewhat p a sse .

But the same could not, I th ink, be said of th is  fo rcefu l passage which

Dryden included in  h is poem of 1686, To the Pious Memory of the Accomplish’d

Young Lady, I4rs. Anne K illigrew  :

0 Gracious God! How far have we 
Prophan’d thy Heav’n ly  G ift of Poesy?
Made p rostitu te  and p ro flig a te  the I4use 
Debas’d to  each obscene and impious use.
Whose Harmony was f i r s t  ordain’d Above
For Tongues of Angels, and for Hymns of Love?
0 wretched We! why were we hurry’d down 

This lubrique and adult’rate age,
(Nay added fa t  Pollutions of our own)
T’increase the steaming Ordures of the Stage?

(56-65)

The vehemence of Dryden’ s language here (and in  a context where i t  was 

not at a l l  necessary for him even to  mention the subject of the theatre) 

in d icates that Dryden’ s fe e lin g s  about h is  p lays, and the circumstances 

which produced them en ta iled  a revulsion far deeper than a merely d is 

sa tis fa c t io n  with th e ir  s ty le  and manner would produce. And (as we sh a ll  

see in  the next section) i t  was not an iso la ted  outburst.

Of course, Dryden did not abandon the theatre in  the 1680’s .

Economic circumstances forced him to  return to  the stage with Don Sebastian

in  1681, when he used the excuse of that p lay’ s Preface to  record h is

fe e lin g s  on the matter:

Having been longer acquainted with the stage than 
any poet now liv in g , and having observed how 
d if f ic u lt  i t  was to  p lease: that the humours
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of comedy were almost spent; th at love and honour 
(the mistaken top ics  of tragedy) were quite worn 
out; that the theatres could not support th e ir  
charges; that the audience forsook them; that  
young men, without learning, 5et up fo r  judges, 
and that they talked loudest, who understood 
the le a s t ;  a ll these discouragements had not 
only weaned me from the stage, but had also  given 
me a loathing of i t .  But enough of th is :  the
d if f ic u lt ie s  continue; they increase; and I am 
s t i l l  condemned to  dig in  those exhausted mines.

(S co tt, VII, 292)

While i t  must be admitted that Don Sebastian was one of Dryden’ s best 

plays, evidently  w ritten , as Dryden him self f e l t ,  with more care than mary 

of h is e a r lie r  ones, and that Dryden’ s remarks in  the Preface are c learly  

coloured by the p o l i t ic a l  and personal calamity that had b efa llen  him,

I do not think there i s  any serious reason to  doubt Dryden’s own statement 

that h is return to  the stage went very much against the grain. He 

rejitera ted  h is  fe e lin g  in  the Preface to  h is  penultimate p lay, Cleomenes 

(1692) :

Nobody can imagine th a t, in  my d eclin ing age, I w rite  
w ill in g ly , or that I am desirous of exposing, at th is  
time of day, the small reputation which I have gotten  
on the theatre.

(S co tt, VIII, 198-9)

And, r e fle c tin g  on the fa u lts  of The Spanish Friar in  1695, a fter  he had

f in a l ly  retired  from w riting fo r  the th ea tre , Dryden commented s ig n if ic a n tly

( in  the P a ra lle l o f Painting and Poetry) ,

The fa u lts  of that drama are in  the kind of i t ,  which 
i s  tragi-comedy. But i t  was given to  the people: and
I never w rit anything for m yself but Antony and Cleopatra

(S cott, XVII, 331)1

1 . Dryden declared h is  retirement from play-w riting in  the poem ’To ^y 
Dear Friend Mr. Congreve’ (1694):

Already I am worn with Cares and Age;
And just abandoning th ’Ungrateful Stage:
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Dryden’s fee lin g s  here are the same as those he had expressed over thirty- 

years before in  the Rival Ladies Prologue, that in  w riting for  the demands 

of a court audience and ta s te , rather than ’fo r  h im self’ , he was doing 

something which, whatever i t s  in c id en ta l in te r e st  and s id e -b en e fit , was 

fundamentally unworthy of him, and (to  quote the K illigrew  Ode) nothing 

short of a p rostitu tion  of the ’Heav’n ly  G ift of Poesy’ whose harmony 

was intended for something fa r  w orthier. In a la te r  chapter I sh a ll  be 

suggesting that Dryden’ s sense of the lim ita tio n s  of h is  e a r lie r  drama 

was something that enabled him to  see richer and more various p o s s ib i l i t ie s  

in  those ’dramatic’ q u a litie s  in  Ovid on which he had remarked in  1680.

More im m ediately, i t  i s  necessary  to  in v e s t ig a te  fu rth er  why, in  r e je c t in g  

h is  dramatic career, Dryden had been moved, more than once, to  use  

language o f an almost r e lig io u s  in te n s ity .
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( iv )  ’Towards a P o e try  of R etirem en t’ ; ( l )  The Oxford ’E p ilogue’ and
th e  D ed ica tion  to  ’Aureng-Zebe’

Though I  have, f o r  convenience of e x p o s it io n , t r e a te d  Dryen’ s 

d isenchantm ent w ith  th e  th e a t r e  in  th e  p rev ious s e c t io n  as a  sep a ra b le  

to p ic ,  i t  cannot, i f  i t s  f u l l  s ig n if ic a n c e  i s  to  be a p p re c ia te d , be th u s  

sep a ra te d  f ro n  some o th e r  te n d en c ie s  in  h is  th in k in g  vh ich  a lso  came to  

a head in  th e  1680’ s and which re p re se n t a s u f f i c i e n t ly  com prehensive and 

sea rch in g  s e t  o f r e f le c t io n s  on th e  im p lic a tio n s  and s ig n if ic a n c e  o f h is  

c a re e r  h i th e r to  th a t  th e y  can le g i t im a te ly ,  I  th in k ,  be d e sc rib e d  as 

’r e l i g io u s ’ . I  say  ’ came to  a  head in  th e  l6 8 0 ’ s ’ s in c e , l i k e  h is  

r e f le c t io n s  on th e  th e a t r e ,  th e y  had, as we s h a l l  s e e , e x is te d  in  embryo 

s e v e ra l  y ears  b e fo re  t h a t  decade began.

T his tim e i t  i s  S i r  W alter S c o t t ’ s account idiich p ro v id es  us w ith

a u s e fu l  s ta r t in g - p o in t  :

Foremost in  th e  race  o f p le a s u re , engaged in  lab o u rs  
a l ie n  from s e r io u s  r e f l e c t i o n ,  th e  f a v o u r i te  o f th e  
most l i v e ly  and d is s o lu te  n o b i l i ty  whom England ever 
saw, r e l ig io u s  th o u g h ts  were n o t, as t h i s  p e rio d  [ i . e .  
im m ediately a f t e r  th e  R e s to ra t io n ]  , l i k e ly  to  in tru d e  
f re q u e n tly  upon h is  mind, o r  to  be encouraged when th e y  
d id  so . The t im e , th e r e f o r e ,  when Dryden began s e r io u s ly  
to  compare th e  d o c tr in e s  o f th e  contending  s e c ts  o f 
C h r is t ia n i ty ,  was p robab ly  s e v e ra l  y ea rs  a f t e r  th e  
R e s to ra tio n , when r e i t e r a t e d  d isap p o in tm en t, and 
s a t i e t y  o f p le a s u re , p ronpted  h is  mind to  r e t i r e  
w ith in  i t s e l f ,  and th in k  upon h e r e a f t e r .

(S c o tt ,  I ,  306-7)

S c o tt h e re , o b v io u sly , has in  mind p r im a r i ly  th e  p e rio d  o f Dryden’ s 

th in k in g , c le a r ly  one o f in te n s e  s o u l-s e a rc h in g , which culm inated  in  

R e lig io  L a i d  (1682) and, a f t e r  h is  conversion  to  C atho lic ism , in  The 

Hind and th e  P an ther (1687). T h is a re a  o f Dryden’ s though t ( th e  one 

which has rece iv ed  th e  la r g e s t  amount o f s c h o la r ly  a t te n t io n  o f l a t e )
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was obv iously  of th e  g r e a te s t  ic p o rta n c e  to  him in  th e  l6 8 0 * s, and, 

as s e v e ra l  p ieces  of ev idence make c le a r ,  h is  p e rso n a l al3.egiance to  

th e  C ath o lic  f a i t h  a f t e r  h is  conversion  rem ained a b s o lu te .^

However, i t  i s  n o t, I  th in k ,  p o s s ib le  to  r e s t r i c t  th e  a p p lic a t io n  

o f S c o t t ’ s ap t p h rases  about Dryden’ s mind, in  th e se  y e a r s ,  ’ r e t i r i n g  

w ith in  i t s e l f ’ and ’th in k in g  upon h e r e a f t e r ’ to  m a tte rs  of a  s t r i c t l y  

o r  e x c lu s iv e ly  d o c t r in a l  n a tu re . For w h ile  h is  s e lf - s e a rc h in g  in  t h i s  

p e rio d  c e r ta in ly  m an ifested  i t s e l f  in  one form in  th e  ’ c o n fe s s io n a l’ 

p a ssa g es , and th e  c a re fu l ly - re s e a rc h e d  d o c t r in a l  deb ates  o f The Hind 

and th e  P a n th e r, i t  a ls o ,  I  s h a l l  a rgue , found a ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  k ind  o f 

e x p re ss io n  in  o th e r  a re a s  o f Dryden’ s work.

I t  i s  a  s t r ik in g  f a c t  about Dryden’ s l a t e r  c a re e r  t h a t  a f t e r  The 

Hind he tu rn ed  in c re a s in g ly  no t to  th e  w r i t in g  o f more d o c tr in a l  v e rse  o r

1 . The f u l l e s t  re c e n t exam inations of t h i s  s id e  o f Dryden’ s develop
ment a re  to  be found, p e rh ap s, in  P h i l l ip  H arth ’ s d e ta i le d  s tu d y  
o f R e lig io  Lai c i  and The Hind and th e  P a n th e r, C ontexts of Dryden’ s 
Thought (C hicago, 1968) and in  V o ls ., I l l  and IV o f th e  C a l ifo rn ia  
e d i t io n .  The most s t r ik in g  p ie c e  of evidence on th e  dep th  of 
Dryden’ s C a th o lic  c o n v ic tio n , p e rh ap s , i s  th e  conversion  of 
a l l  Dryden’ s sons to  th e  C a th o lic  f a i t h ,  and t h e i r  subsequent 
adherence to  i t ,  and p e rio d s  of re s id en c e  in  Rome. Dryden’ s 
own l a t e r  l e t t e r s  show, in  v a rio u s  p la ce s  a f i m  adherence to  
C atho lic ism . I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  in  1691 he re fu sed  to  
accep t an ’o f f e r ’ made to  him on th e  co n d itio n  o f h is  be ing  
p rep ared  to  compromise on h is  r e l ig io u s  p r in c ip le s .  See Ward,
L i f e , p p .250-1 and Fredson Bowers, ’Dryden as L aureate  : The 
Cancel Leaf in  "King A rthu r"  ’ , TI^., 10 A p r il  1953, p . 244
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p ro se , bu t to  t r a n s la t in g  (and doing so w ith  such an ev id en t f l a i r  and 

commitment t h a t  make i t  im p o ssib le  t o  d ism iss  th e  e n te r p r is e  as hack-woik) 

th e  verge o f a number o f pagan p o e ts  whose work, i f  ta k en  s e r io u s ly ,  does 

no t on ly , on th e  fa c e  of i t ,  seem u n lik e ly  to  i n t e r e s t  a new ly-converted  

and e v id e n tly  p ious C a th o lic , b u t a c tu a l ly  to  be p o s i t iv e ly  incom patib le  

w ith  such a man’s b e l ie f s  and p r in c ip le s .  I  don’t  th in k  th a t  t h i s  

phenomenon can be sim ply exp la in ed  by th e  f a c t  th a t  a f t e r  1688 o v e rt 

r e l ig io u s  comment ( l ik e  p o l i t i c a l  s a t i r e )  would have been im possib le  f o r  

Dryden, o r by p o in tin g  to  th e  submerged b u t v e ry  r e a l  p o l i t i c a l  and 

C h r is tia n  i n t e r e s t s  to  be found in  th e  l a t e r  p la y s , poems and t r a n s la t io n s ,  

w ith  th e  in p l ic a t io n  th a t  th e s e  a re  t h e i r  r e a l  ( i f  c o v e rt)  s u b je c t .^

Such a view would le av e  out of account to o  much v e rse  o f  whose ex ce llen ce  

Dryden was h im se lf convinced (a  c o n v ic tio n  which l a t e r  re a d e rs  have o f te n  

shared) bu t whose i n t e r e s t  cannot be shown to  c e n tre  on p o l i t i c a l  o r  

C h r is t ia n  is s u e s .  And th e  n a tu re  o f Dryden’s r e l ig io u s  and p o l i t i c a l  

i n t e r e s t s  in  h is  l a t e r  p o e try , when th e y  a re  e v id e n t, seems s ig n i f ic a n t ly  

d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  o f th e  e a r l i e r  s a t i r e s  and d o c tr in a l  poems f o r  idiich

1 . For su g g es tio n s  about th e  p o l i t i c a l  resonances in  v a rio u s  a re a s  of 
Dryden’ s l a t e r  work see e s p e c ia l ly :  B .P r o f f i t t ,  ’P o l i t i c a l  S a t i r e
in  A lexander’s Feast ’ , Texas S tu d ie s  in  Lang, and L i t . ,  I I  (1970), 
1307-1317; George W atson, ’Dryden and th e  J a c o b i te s ’ , TLS., March 16,
1973, p .301; M .M .K elsall, ’What God, What M ortal? th e  Aeneid and 
E ng lish  M ock-Heroic’ , A rion , 8 (1969), 359-79; T .W .H arrison, ’Dryden’s 
A eneid*, Dryden’s Mind and A r t , ed. B.King (Edinburgh,
1969) ,  pp. 143- 167; J.R .M oore, ’ P o l i t i c a l  A llu s io n s  in  Dryden’s L a te r  
P la y s ’ , PMLA, 73 (1958), 36-42; W.Myers, Dryden (London,
1973) C hapters 8-10; A .C.Dobbins, ’Dryden’s "C h arac te r of a  Good 
Parson" : Background and I n te r p r e ta t io n ’ , 8P, 53 (1956), 51-9; 
C .H .H innant, ’Dryden’ s G a ll ic  R o o ste r’ , SR, 65 (1968), 645-56;
J .K in s le y , ’Dryden’ s "C h arac te r of a  Good Parson" and Bishop Ken’ ,
R .E .S . , 3 (1952) ,  155-8; E a r l  M iner, ’Dryden’ s M essian ic  E clogue’ , 
R .E .S . ,  11 ( i 960) ,  299-301; H .H .E rsk in e -H ill, review  o f  V ol.15 o f 
th e  ’C a l i fo rn ia ’ e d i t io n ,  XLS., August 12 1977, p . 988; W.J.Cameron,
’John Dryden’s Ja c o b itism ’ , R e s to ra tio n  L i te r a tu r e  : C r i t i c a l  Approaches, 
ed. H. Love (London, 1972), p p .277-308.
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he i s  most famous to d ay .

I t  i s  c le a r ,  a t  any r a t e ,  t h a t  by th e  l a t e  l6 ? 0 ’ s Dryden was making

pow erful m ental connections between h is  re a d in g  and r e f l e c t i o n  on c e r ta in

o f h is  fa v o u r i te  a u th o rs , a n c ien t and modem, and th e  f e e l in g s  of

f r u s t r a t i o n  and d is g u s t which he was beg inn ing  t o  e n te r ta in  h im se lf

about h is  involvem ent w ith  th e  c o u r t .  The d i s c r e te  e leg an ce , and

o ccas io n a l n a tu re  o f th e  fo llo w in g  l i n e s ,  w r i t te n  in  1674, make i t

n ecessa ry  to  app ly  p a r t i c u la r  t a c t  in  t h e i r  in t e r p r e ta t io n ,  bub I  th in k

i t  i s  s t r ik in g ,  even so , to  h e a r  th e  te n u s  in  which Dryden, th en  a t  th e

h e ig h t o f h is  p o p u la r i ty  as co u rt d ra m a tis t ,  fo rm u la ted  h is  com plim entary

address to  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f Oxford in  t h a t  y e a r .^

Oft has our Poet w ish t, t h i s  happy S eat 
M i^ t  prove h is  fad in g  Muses l a s t  r e t r e a t  :
I  wonder’d a t  h is  w ish , bu t now I  f in d  
He sought f o r  q u ie t ,  and co n ten t o f mind;
Which n o i s f u l l  Towns, and C ourts can never know.
And onely  in  th e  shades l ik e  L au re ls  grow.
Youth, e ’e r  i t  sees th e  W orld, h e re  s tu d ie s  r e s t .
And Age return ing  th en ce concludes i t  b e s t .
IVhat wonder i f  we co u rt t h a t  happ iness 
Y early  to  sh a re , which h o u rly  you p o sse ss .
Teaching ev ’n you, (w hile  th e  vex t World we show, )
Your Peace to  value  more, and b e t t e r  know?

(1-12)
I t  i s  tem p ting  to  sp e c u la te  t h a t ,  in  th e  same y e a r  in  which he p u b lish ed  

The S ta te  o f Innocence , and in  which appeared th e  second e d i t io n  o f 

P a rad ise  L o st, Dryden was no t on ly  conplim enting  Oxford on being  a ’happy

1 . I t  seems f a i r l y  c e r ta in  th a t  l a t e r ,  in  1687, Dryden was being
a c t iv e ly  considered  fo r  a p o s t a t  Oxford though i t  i s  u n l ik e ly  th a t  
t h i s  1674 Epilogue was d e l ib e r a te ly  designed  to  f u r th e r  such an 
am bition . See Ward, L i f e , p . 233 and p .360 , f n . l l  and Louis Bredvold, 
’Dryden and th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f O xford’ , MUJ., 46 (1931), 218-224;
R.G.Ham, ’Dryden and th e  C o lleg es’ , ML.N., 49 (1934), 324-332; P .Legouis 
’Dryden and E ton’ , MLN, 52 (1937), 111-115; J.A .W .B ennett, ’Dryden 
and A ll S o u ls ’ , M L C 52 (1937), 115-116.
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s e a t ’ of le a r n in g , bu t on having  f o r  him a t  l e a s t  some o f th e  

co n n o ta tio n s  o f th e  ’happy r u r a l  s e a t  o f v a rio u s  v iew ’ , th e  P a rad ise  

o f M ilto n ’s poem (IV ,247). However, evidence th a t  what might s t i l l  be 

th o u g h t m erely a p a ss in g  y earn in g  f o r  re fu g e  from th e  tu rm o il  o f London 

l i f e  was to  be soon converted  in  Dryden’s mind in to  a m a tte r  o f p a ss io n a te  

co n v ic tio n  i s  to  be found in  th e  E p is t le  D ed icato ry , addressed  to  John,

E a r l  o f M ulgrave, p re f ix e d  to  Aureng-Zebe ( I 676) ,  a document o f  th e  g r e a te s t  

in p o rtan ce  in  th e  p re sen t c o n te x t, s in c e  i t  l in k s  th e  d isenchantm ent w ith 

th e  th e a t r e  examined in  th e  l a s t  s e c t io n  w ith  a pow erfu l ex p ress io n  of 

d is g u s t a t co u rt l i f e  and g iv es  urgency and substance  to  th e  long ing  

f o r  ’q u ie t and con ten t o f mind’ which had been Dryden’ s id e a l  in  th e  

Oxford E p ilogue.

Dryden beg ins th e  E p is t le  by c i t in g  M ontaigne’ s a u th o r i ty  on th e

su b je c t o f th e  co rru p tio n  o f C ourts and t h e i r  uncongenial a sp e c ts  as a

m ilie u  f o r  p o e ts  :

. . . i n  a l l  c o u r ts , th e re  a re  to o  many, who make i t  t h e i r  
b u s in ess  to  ru in  w it ;  and M ontaigne, in  o th e r  p la c e s , 
t e l l s  u s , what e f f e c t s  he found o f t h e i r  good n a tu r e s .
He d e sc r ib e s  them such , whose am b itio n , l u s t ,  o r  p r iv a te  
i n t e r e s t ,  seem to  be th e  on ly  end o f t h e i r  c re a t io n . I f  
good accrue to  any from them, i t  i s  on ly  in  o rd e r to  
t h e i r  own d es ig n s : co n fe rred  most commonly on th e  base
and infam ous; and n ever g iv en , bu t on ly  happening 
sometimes on w e ll-d e s e rv e rs .  D u llness  has brought 
them t o  what th e y  a re ;  and m alice  secu re s  them in  
t h e i r  fo r tu n e s .

(S c o t t ,  V, 176-7)

The ’ c o u r t ie r  w ithou t w i t ’ recommends h im se lf  to  th e  p r in c e , says Dryden, 

by a ’d i l ig e n c e  in  w a itin g ’ which ’lo o k s l ik e  lo v e , though i t  i s  on ly  

i n t e r e s t ’ . P a r t i c u la r ly  in s id io u s  i s  th e  c o u r t i e r s ’ behav iour to  th o se  

who a re  weaker th a n  them selves :
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They fawn and crouch to  men o f p a r t s ,  whom th e y  
cannot ru in ; quote t h e i r  w it when th e y  are  p re s e n t ,  
and, when th e y  a re  a b se n t, s t e a l  t h e i r  j e s t s ;  but 
to  th e s e  who a re  under them, and viiom th e y  can 
crush  w ith  ease , th e y  shew them selves in  t h e i r  
n a tu r a l  a n tip a th y ; th e re  th e y  t r e a t  w it l ik e  th e  
common enemy, and, g iv in g  no more q u a r te r ,  th e n  a
Dutchman would to  an E n g lish  v e s s e l  in  th e  In d ie s ,
th e y  s t r ik e  s a i l  where th e y  know th e y  s h a l l  be 
m astered , and murder where th e y  can w ith  s a f e ty .

(S c o t t ,  V, 177-8)

M ulgrave i s  p ra is e d  f o r  h is  r e f u s a l  to  co u rt p o p u la r acc la im , in  term s

v ery  s im ila r  to  th o se  in  which ( in  th e  K illig re w  Ode) Dryden was to

r e f l e c t  on h i s  own, and h is  contem poraries f conduct in  t h e i r  w r it in g

f o r  th e  th e a t r e  :

Your mind has always been above th e  w retched a f f e c ta t io n  
of p o p u la r i ty . A p o p u la r man i s ,  in  t r u t h ,  no b e t t e r  th a n  
a p r o s t i tu t e  to  common fajne, and t o  th e  p eo p le . He l i e s  
down to  every one he meets f o r  th e  h i r e  o f p r a is e ;  and 
h is  h u m ility  i s  only  a  d isg u ise d  am bition .

(S c o tt ,  V, 178)

Even when bearin g  in  mind th e  immediate co n tex t o f th e se  rem arks, I  th in k  

i t  i s  p la u s ib le  t o  see  a  fo rc e  o f p e rso n a l im p lic a tio n  (Dryden»s d isg u s t 

a t  th e  l i f e  o f th e  co u rt in c lu d in g  an elem ent o f d isg u s t a t  h is  own 

p a r t  in  i t )  in  th e se  l a s t  sen te n c es .

In  th e  s e c tio n  o f th e  D ed ica tion  c o n ta in in g  Dryden»s d i r e c t  coirç)liments

t o  M ulgrave, h is  words have more th a n  a m erely  conç-lim entary s ig n if ic a n c e .

A len g th y  q u o ta tio n  i s  n ecessa ry  h e re  to  show th e  way in  which Dryden

draws on some o f h is  re c e n t read in g  to  r e in fo rc e  h is  n o tio n s  (which a re

a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f h is  ex periences a t  c o u r t)  of what might c o n s t i tu te

» tru e  g rea tn ess*  :

But I  make h a s te  to  c o n sid e r you as a b s tra c te d  from 
a c o u r t , which ( i f  you w i l l  g iv e  me leav e  to  use a
te rm  of lo g ic )  i s  on ly  an a d ju n c t , n o t a  p ro p r ie ty
o f h ap p in ess . The Academics, I  c o n fe ss , were w il l in g  
to  admit th e  goods o f fo r tu n e  in to  t h e i r  n o tio n  o f
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f e l i c i t y ;  bu t I  do not remember, th a t  any o f th e  
s e c ts  o f o ld  p h ilo so p h e rs  d id  ev er leav e  a room 
f o r  g re a tn e s s . N e ith e r  am I  formed to  p ra is e  a 
c o u r t ,  who admire and covet n o th in g , bu t th e  
e a s in e s s  and q u ie t o f re t ire m e n t.  I  n a tu r a l ly  
w ithdraw  my s ig h t  from a p re c ip ic e ;  and, admit 
th e  p ro sp ec t be nev er so la rg e  and goodly, can 
ta k e  no p le a su re  even in  lo o k in g  on th e  d o w n fa ll, 
though I  am secu re  from th e  dan g er. M ethinks, th e re  
i s  som ething o f a m alignant jo y  in  th a t  e x c e lle n t 
d e s c r ip t io n  o f L u c re tiu s ;

Suave, m ari magno tu rb a n tib u s  aequora v e n t i s ,
E t e r r a  magnum a l t e r iu s  sp e c ta re  laborem ;
Non q u ia  v e x a r i quenquam e s t  jucunda v o lu p ta s ,
3ed, quibus ip se  m alis  c a re a s , q u ia  c em e re  suave e s t

I  am su re  h is  m aster E p icu ru s , and my b e t t e r  m aste r 
Cowley, p re fe r re d  th e  s o l i tu d e  o f a  garden , and th e  
co n v ersa tio n  of a f r ie n d ,  to  any c o n s id e ra tio n , so much 
as a  re g a rd , of th o se  unhappy p eo p le , whom, in  our own 
wrong, we c a l l  th e  g re a t .  True g re a tn e s s , i f  i t  be 
any where on e a r th ,  i s  in  a p r iv a te  v i r t u e ,  removed 
from th e  n o tio n  o f pomp and v a n ity , confined  to  a 
con tem plation  o f i t s e l f ,  and c e n te r in g  on i t s e l f  :

Omnis enim p e r se  Divum n a tu ra  necesse  e s t  
Immort a l i  aevo summâ cum pace f r u a t u r ;
----------- cu ra  sem ota, me tu q u e .
Ip sa  s u is  p o lle n s  o p ib u s .

I f  t h i s  be no t th e  l i f e  o f a d e i ty ,  because i t  cannot 
c o n s is t  w ith  P rovidence, i t  i s ,  a t  l e a s t ,  a  g o d -lik e  
l i f e .  I  can be co n ten ted , (and I  am su re  I  have your 
lo rd s h ip  o f my op in ion) w ith  an humbler s t a t io n  in  
th e  tem ple o f v i r t u e ,  th a n  to  be s e t  on th e  p in n ac le  
o f i t  :

D esp icere  unde queas a l i o s ,  passimque v id e re  
E r r a r e , atque viam p a la n te s  qu aerere  v i t a e .

The t r u t h  i s ,  th e  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f so v a in  a c re a tu re  
as man, i s  not worth our p a in s . I  have fo o l  enough 
a t  home, w ithou t look ing  f o r  i t  abroad; and am a 
s u f f i c i e n t  th e a t r e  to  m yself o f r id ic u lo u s  a c t io n s ,  
w ithou t expec ting  company, e i th e r  in  a c o u r t ,  a 
town, o r  a  p lay -h o u se . I t  i s  on t h i s  account th a t  
I  am weary w ith  drawing th e  d e fo rm itie s  o f l i f e ,  and 
la z a r s  o f th e  p eo p le , where every  f ig u re  o f im p e rfec tio n  
more resem bles me th a n  i t  can do o th e r s .  I f  I  must be 
condemned to  rhyme, I  should f in d  some ease  in  my change 
o f punishm ent. I  d e s ir e  to  be no lo n g e r th e  S isyphus 
o f th e  s ta g e ; to  r o l l  up a  s to n e  w ith  en d less  la b o u r , 
(w hich, to  fo llo w  th e  p ro v e rb , g a th e rs  no moss) and
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which i s  p e rp e tu a lly  f a l l i n g  down ag a in . I  never 
th ough t m yself v e ry  f i t  f o r  an employment, vhere  
many of my p red ecesso rs  have e x c e lle d  me in  a l l  
k in d s ; and some of ny co n tem poraries , even in  ray 
own p a r t i a l  judgm ent, have outdone me in  Comedy.

(S c o t t ,  V, 181-3)

Dryden i s ,  in  t h i s  passage c le a r ly  in c o rp o ra tin g  th e  th o u g h ts  of

L u c re tiu s  and h is  * b e t t e r  m aster* Cowley in to  h is  own body o f r e f l e c t io n s

on vdiy th e  *greatness*  o f th e  co u rt i s  no t * tru e  g re a tn e s s * , r e f l e c t io n s

which can on ly  have been g iven  g r e a te r  edge by th e  Rose A lley  in c id e n t

o f  December 1679, in  which Dryden was b ea ten  up by r u f f ia n s ,  p ro b ab ly

f o r  h is  supposed hand in  M ulgrave*s Essay upon S a t i r e ,  and by th e

in c re a s in g  pam phlet a tta c k s  to  which bo th  h is  work and h is  p e rso n a l

c h a ra c te r  were su b jec te d  as a  r e s u l t  o f h is  co u rt p o s i t io n .  But p a r t  o f

th e  e f f e c t  o f th e  re fe re n c e s  to  L u c re tiu s  i s  to  g iv e  more th a n  a  p u re ly

p e rso n a l resonance to  Dryden*s r e f l e c t io n s .  In  h is  fo o tn o te  to  t h i s

passag e , S c o tt rem arked,

Dryden in g e n io u s ly  a p p l ie s ,  to  th e  calm o f p h ilo s o p h ic a l 
re t ire m e n t,  th e  E picurean  t r a n q u i l l i t y  o f th e  D e it ie s  o f 
L u c re t iu s .

(S c o t t ,  V, 182)

And in  m entioning Cowley, Dryden i s  h e re  c le a r ly  no t th in k in g  o f  th e  au tho r 

o f th e  Donneian e x e rc is e s  in  The M is tr e s s , b u t of Cowley th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  

S e v e ra l D iscourses by way of E ssays in  Verse and P ro se , in  which t h a t  

a u th o r, d isen ch an ted  w ith  th e  in t r ig u e s  o f th e  co u rt in  e x i le  and d i s 

appoin ted  in  h is  a ttem p ts  to  secu re  an o f f ic e  from C harles a f t e r  th e  

R e s to ra tio n , had w r i t te n  o f th e  joys and co n so la tio n s  o f r u r a l  re tire m e n t 

and p h ilo s o p h ic a l con tem pla tion , draw ing fo r  su p p o rt, in  conscious 

im ita t io n  o f th e  Essays o f M ontaigne, on h i s  f a v o u r i te  passages in  th e  

C la ss ic s  (and p a r t i c u la r ly  in  H orace).
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Dryden concludes th e  Aureng-Zebe D edication  by expressing  h is  d e s ire  

(a  theme to  which he o ften  re tu rn ed ) to  w rite  an h e ro ic  poem, to  *make 

th e  world some p a r t  of amends, fo r  so many i l l  p lays* . VJhile t h i s  was 

an am bition which he never r e a l is e d  (a t l e a s t ,  not q u ite  in  th e  term s in  

which he had i n i t i a l l y  inv isaged  i t )  th e re  a re , I  b e lie v e , s ig n s  th a t  

Dryden f e l t  he had reso lved  some of th e  f r u s t r a t io n s  th a t  he was 

re g is te r in g  in  t h i s  D edication during th e  1680*s ,  and i t  i s  to  one 

aspec t of t h i s  re so lu tio n  which we must now tu rn , vihat i s  c le a r ly  

shown in  th e  Aureng-Zebe D edication i s  th a t  many connections were 

beginning to  p re sen t them selves in  Dryden*s mind between th e  misguided 

(as i t  now appeared to  him) d ire c t io n  of h is  e a r ly  c a ree r and h is  l i t e r a r y  

am bitions fo r  th e  fu tu re , h is  fe e lin g s  about th e  court and th e  ty p es  o f 

p o in tle s s  and i n s i d i o u s  s e l f - s e e k i n g  >nid v a in  a m b it io n  t o  be fo u n d  t h e r e ,  

and th e  p h l l o s o u n i c a l  i d e a l s  o f  r e t ir e m e n t  and d e ta c n e d  c o n te m p la t io n  w n icn  

he krid fo u n d  i n  nis r e a d in g  o f  H o r a c e , sucre t i u s ,  and th e  l a t e r  C o w ley .



139.

(v) * Towards a  P oe try  o f Retirem ent* : ( I I )  : *Sylvae* and i t s  P re face

So f a r  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  I  hope to  have e s ta b lis h e d  good reaso n s  f o r

b e lie v in g  th a t  from  th e  m id-l670*s Diyden in c re a s in g ly  ( i f  s p o ra d ic a l ly )

began to  e n te r ta in  s e r io u s  r e s e rv a tio n s  about th e  p ro p r ie ty  and perm anent

va lue  of much o f h is  e a r l i e r  work, and to  come to  long  f o r  re tire m e n t

and w ithdraw al from a c o u rt whose v a lu es  he had grown to  a  la rg e  e x te n t

to  d e sp ise  (and to  th in k  d i r e c t l y  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  many o f h is  own

a r t i s t i c  ex cesses) bu t upon whose p a tronage  he was s t i l l ,  even in c re a s in g ly ,

dependent f o r  a l iv in g .  R etirem ent from th e  c o u r t ,  in  th e  ve ry  obvious

sen se , was, of co u rse , t o  be en fo rced  upon him a t  th e  R evo lu tion  o f  1688,

bu t h is  th in k in g  b e fo re  t h a t  d a te  had, I  would su g g es t, w e ll p rep ared

him to  w ith s ta n d  th e  shock , so t h a t ,  when h is  change o f fo r tu n e s  f i n a l l y

came, he bore  i t  w ith  what m ust, in  th e  c ircu m stan ces , be reg ard ed  as

rem arkably l i t t l e  b i t t e r n e s s .  Indeed , w h ile  he does a llow  h im se lf  th e

o c ca s io n a l o u tb u rs t ,  h i s  to n e  in  th e  y ea rs  a f t è r  1688 seems f a r  more

o f te n  to  emanate from som ething l ik e  th e  p h ilo s o p h ic a l calm which he

o f f e r s  as an id e a l  s ta n c e  in  th e  D ed ica tion  to  Don S eb astian  :

How much h a p p ie r  i s  h e , . . .  who, c e n te r in g  on h im se lf , 
rem ains immoveable, and sm iles a t  th e  madness of th e  
dance about him? he p o sse sse s  th e  m id s t, which i s  th e  
p o r tio n  of s a f e ty  and c o n te n t. He w i l l  n o t be h ig h e r , 
because he needs i t  n o t;  bu t by th e  prudence o f t h a t  
ch o ice , he p u ts  i t  out o f fo r tu n e* s  power to  throw  
him down.

(S c o t t ,  V II, 285)

But such an id e a l ,  he th o u g h t, was no t to  be sought by any a ttem p t to

ach ieve o b liv io u sn e ss  to  th e  p a in fu ln e ss  o f one*s co n d itio n  :

. . . th e  ruggedness o f a  s to ic  i s  o n ly  a s i l l y  a f f e c ta t io n  
o f be ing  a god, -  to  wind h im se lf up by p u l l i e s  to  an 
in s e n s i b i l i t y  of s u f f e r in g ,  and, a t  th e  same tim e , to  
g ive  th e  l i e  t o  h is  own ex p e rien ce , by say ing  he s u f f e r s  
n o t ,  what he knows he f e e l s .  True ph ilosophy  i s  c e r ta in ly
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of a  more p l ia n t  n a tu re , and more accommodated t o  human 
u se ; Homo sum, humani à  me n i h i l  alienum  p u to . A w ise  
man w i l l  never a ttem p t an Im p o s s ib i l i ty ;  and such i t  
i s  to  s t r a i n  h im se lf beyond th e  n a tu re  o f h i s  b e in g , 
e i t h e r  to  become a d e i ty ,  by be ing  above s u f f e r in g ,  o r  
to  debase h im se lf in to  a  s tock  o r s to n e , by p re te n d in g  
n o t to  f e e l  i t .  To f in d  i n  o u rse lv e s  th e  w eaknesses 
and im p e rfe c tio n s  o f ou r w retched k in d , i s  s u re ly  
th e  most reaso n ab le  s te p  we can make tow ards th e  
compassion o f our f e l lo w -c re a tu re s .

(S c o t t ,  V n ,  287-8)

Such a n o te  o f r e a l i s t i c  bu t equable accep tance  i s  found th ro u g h o u t th e  

p rose  (bo th  p u b lic  and p r iv a te )  of th e  l6 9 0 * s .^  So, in  th e  D ed ica tio n  to  

Amphitryon he w r ite s

. . . I  s u f f e r  no more th an  I  can e a s i ly  undergo; 
and so long  as I  en joy  my l i b e r t y ,  which i s  th e  b i r t h 
r ig h t  o f an Englishm an, th e  r e s t  s h a l l  never go n e a r  my 
h e a r t .  The m erry p h ilo so p h e r i s  more to  ny humour th a n  
th e  m elancho lic ; and I  f in d  no d is p o s i t io n  in  m yself to  
c ry , w h ile  th e  mad w orld i s  d a i ly  supp ly ing  me w ith  such 
o ccas io n s  o f la u g h te r .

( S c o t t ,  V III , 9)

Here Dryden ( in  a t t r ib u t i n g  to  h im se lf a D em ocritean r a th e r  th a n  a 

H e ra c li ta n  tem peram ent) seems t o  f e e l  h im se lf  to  be more l ik e  Horace *who 

i s  commonly in  j e a s t ,  and laughs w h ile  he in s t r u c ts *  th a n  P e rs iu s ,  whose 

q u i e t i s t i c  S to ic ism  he n e v e r th e le s s  commends in  th e  D iscourse  Concerning 

S a t i r e . ^

1 . W ritin g  in  th e  D iscourse  Concerning S a t i r e  about h is  response  to  th e  
v a rio u s  l i b e l s  a g a in s t  him, Dryden remark:ed

I  have seldom answer*d any s c u r r i lo u s  Lampoon:
VJhen i t  was in  my power t o  have expos *d my 
Enemies: and being  n a tu r a l ly  v in d ic a t iv e ,  have
su ffe r* d  in  s i le n c e ;  and possess*d  my Soul in  q u ie t .

(K in s ley , I I ,  646)
On * v in d ic a t iv e  *, see C a l i fo rn ia , IV, 5&9. A p a r t i c u la r ly  t e l l i n g  p ra is e  
o f *re tire m e n t * i s  to  be found in  th e  D ed ica tio n  to  th e  G eorgies 
(K in s le y , I I ,  917).

2. K in s ley , I I ,  643-4.
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I f  Dryden*s r e f le c t io n s  on th e  p rev ious course o f h is  l i f e  had , by 

1688, been re so lv ed  in  a way th a t  allow ed him to  accep t severe  p e rso n a l 

m isfo rtu n e  w ith  co n sid e rab le  equan im ity , t h i s  was due, no doubt, in  no 

sm all p a r t  to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  com fort which he had d e riv ed  from  h is  

new-found r e l ig io n .  I t  w i l l  be my c o n te n tio n , however, in  t h i s  s e c t io n  

th a t  The Hind and th e  P an ther was n o t th e  only  poem in  which Dryden 

recorded  th e  re s o lu t io n  of h is  p e rso n a l doubts and dilemmas of th e  l6 8 0 * s, 

and th a t  w hile  in  th a t  poem he had l a id  h is  h e a r t  b a re  in  a  way th a t  

rendered  him p a r t i c u la r ly  v u ln e ra b le  to  th e  a t ta c k s  o f h is  enem ies, h is  

m e d ita tio n s  found no le s s  pow erfu l ( i f  more in d i r e c t )  ex p ress io n  in  

an o th er group o f poems w r i t te n  in  th e  same p e r io d , th e  t r a n s la t io n s  

p u b lish ed  in  Sylvae (1685), poems whose e x ce llen ce  has always been 

no ted  even by commentators w ith  no s p e c ia l  i n t e r e s t  in  Dryden*s t r a n s 

l a t io n s  a s  a  w hole .^  Indeed my prim ary  * evidence* f o r  th e  depth o f 

Dryden*s p e rso n a l commitment to  th e  w r i t in g  of th e  t r a n s la t io n s  in  

Sylvae i s  th e  v e ry  q u a l i ty  o f th e  v e r s e , q u a l i ty  which re v e a ls  (w ith  

a d ire c tn e s s  th a t  no o th e r  evidence cou ld) th e  depth  of his 

engagement w ith  h is  p o e tic  m a te r ia l .  Not th a t  t h i s  p e rso n a l engagement 

was incom patib le  w ith  a c o n sid e rab le  r e c e p t iv i ty  on Dryden*s p a r t  to  what 

h is  o r ig in a ls  had to  o f f e r  in  th em selv es . Indeed , one of ray su g g estio n s  

i s  th a t  th e  d isco v e ry  of h is  o r ig in a ls  was p a r t ly  a  m a tte r  o f s e l f -  

d isc o v e ry  and th a t  th e  two elem ents a re  in se p a ra b le  when one i s  co n sid e rin g

1 . The L u c r e t iu s  v e rs io n s  have been p ra is e d , f o r  exanple , by J . G. C o ll in s , 
*John Dryden*, Essays and S tu d ies  (London, 1 8 9 5 ),P p .53-4; T .S .E l io t ,  
John Dryden : th e  P oet, th e  D ra m a tis t, th e  C r i t ic  (New York, 1932) 
p . 20; Noyes, p .xxx ; M.Van Doren, John Dryden ; A Study o f h is  P o e tiy  
(1920; re v .e d . 1946; r p t .  Bloomington 1963), p p .96-97. The Horace 
v e rs io n s  ( e s p e c ia l ly  th a t  of (M es, I I I . 29) have won th e  ad m ira tio n  of 
Samuel Rogers, R e c o lle c tio n s  (London, 1859), p . 9; Thackeray, quoted 
in  G. Sain tsbury7~Dryden (London, 1881), p p .142-3; W.Myers, Dryden
(London, 1973), p .171; M.Van Doren, John Dryden, p . 98.
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th e  E nglish  poems th a t  were th e  end-product. *Good Verses* Dryden 

w ro[te  (echoing Ovid) in  th e  E p is tle  D edicatory  to  E leonora *never flow 

but from a serene and compos*d S p ir i t* .  I  th in k  i t  can be shown th a t  

th e se  t r a n s la t io n s  re v e a l Dryden d iscovering  vario u s  k inds of s e re n ity  

and composure and a re , as i t  were, a cu lm ination  and p u llin g  to g e th e r  

of th e  v a rio u s  s tran d s th a t  have been our su b jec t in  t h i s  ch ap te r.

They re v e a l, th a t  i s ,  both a more su b tle  understanding  of th e  

n a tu re  and p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of th e  t r a n s la t io n  process than  anything Dryden 

had w r it te n  h i th e r to  and th a t  th ey  allowed him to  w rite  a kind of 

verse  which, w hile being in  no sense as nakedly personal as some 

passages in  The Hind, drew out of him, and allowed him to  give expression  

to ,  some of h is  most in tim a te  thoughts about th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  and 

l im ita t io n s  governing l i f e  -  to  such an ex ten t th a t  he was h im se lf both 

su rp rised  and d e lig h ted  w ith  th e  r e s u l t .

Dryden*s Preface to  Sylvae i s ,  as c r i t i c s  have o ften  observed, one 

o f th e  most im m ediately a t t r a c t iv e  and engaging of a l l  h is  c r i t i c a l  

essays. In  th e  d iscu ss io n  of t r a n s la t io n  contained  in  t h i s  P reface , 

Dryden*s emphasis i s  very f irm ly  on th e  in te n se  and e x c it in g  d iscovery  th a t  

th e  v a rio u s  a c ts  of t r a n s la t io n  had been (h is  *hot f i t s *  as he now c a l l s  

them ). T ra n s la tio n  i s  now conceived of as a m a tte r almost o f su rrendering  

o n ese lf to  those  au thors  who had *most a ffe c te d  [him] in  th e  read ing* .

The in c reased  confidence w ith which (as we saw in  Chapter One) he can 

now speak of h is  ro le  as a t r a n s la to r ,  and of th e  q u a l i t ie s  needed in  a 

t r a n s la to r ,  seems due, in  no sm all p a r t ,  to  th e  support and stim ulus 

given him by h is  ’t r a n s la t in g  m ilieu* in  the  e a r ly  l680*s.

But th e re  are signs th a t  th e re  was an o th er element of equal im poitance
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i n  Dryden*s mind which ac ted  as a  c a ta ly s t  in  th e  y e a rs  in  which S y lvae

was composed. In  a  l e t t e r  to  Tonson (No.11 in  P ro fe sso r  ¥ard*s e d i t io n ,

d ated  by him August 1684) Dryden i s  d is c u s s in g  th e  c o n ten ts  o f th e

forthcom ing Sylvae :

You w i l l  have o f mine fo u r  Odes o f H orace, which 
I  have a lre a d y  t r a n s la t e d ,  an o th er sm all t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f f o r ty  l in e s  from L u c re tiu s  : th e  whole s to ry  of 
N isus & E u r ia lu s , both  in  th e  f i f t h ,  & th e  n in th  
o f  V irg ils  E neids; . . . t h e r e  w i l l  be f o r ty  l in e s  
more o f V irg i l  in  an o th er p la c e ; to  answer th o se  
o f L u c re tiu s ; I  meane th o se  v e ry  l in e s  which 
Montaign has compar*d in  th o se  two p o e ts  : . . .

T h is a p p a re n tly  c a su a l re fe re n c e  to  M ontaigne*s e ssay  S ur des Vers

de V i r g i l e , where Montaigne had compared L ucre tiu s*  in v o c a tio n  to  Venus

from th e  opening o f  De Rerum N atura w ith  th e  * Venus to  Vulcan* passage

in  Book V III o f th e  Aeneid (both  o f  which passages Dryden t r a n s la t e d  and

in c lu d ed  in  Sylvae ) ,  re v e a ls  an in f lu e n c e  on th e  volume which I  b e lie v e

has gone g e n e ra l ly  u n reco g n ised .^

Dryden*s i n t e r e s t  in  Montaigne i s  ev id en t in  s e v e ra l  o f h i s  w r it in g s

and h a s , o f co u rse , been th e  su b je c t o f much academic d is c u s s io n  t h i s

cen tu ry , p a r t i c u l a r ly  by th o se  d e b a tin g  th e  p resence  (o r  absence) o f a
2

c o n s is te n t s t r a i n  of *Pyrrhonism* in  Dryden*s th o u g h t. The s ig n if ic a n c e

1 . Except by T.A.Mason, Dryden *s C haucer, C hapter 3 y or\ i 4raw beJov̂ .
2. P a r t i c u la r ly  in  th e  books by Bredvold and H arth . On p p .117-9 o f  h is  

book Bredvold l i s t s  evidence of Dryden*s read in g  o f M ontaigne in  th e  
l a t e  l6 7 0 * s . In  th e  L ife  o f P lu ta r c h , Dryden t r a n s l a t e s  a  la rg e  
s e c t io n  o f one of M ontaigne*s essay s  in  a  way th a t  in d ic a te s  t h a t  he 
was f a m i l ia r  w ith  th e  essay  in  th e  o r ig in a l  French (h is  re n d e rin g  does 
no t seem a t a l l  in d eb ted  to  F lo r io * s  v e r s io n ) .  F u r th e r  ev idence  th a t  
Dryden con tinued  to  be a t t r a c te d  to  M ontaigne*s manner i s  found in  th e  
W a y  he ex p re sses  h is  in d eb ted n ess  to  t h i s  a sp ec t of th e  Frenchman*s 
w r it in g  in  th e  P reface  to  F a b le s . H arth , p .7 , judges t h a t  Dryden*s 
ad m ira tio n  was fo r  Montaigne *as an e ssa y is t*  r a th e r  th a n  as a common 
b e l ie v e r  in  * Pyrrhonism *.
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o f M ontaigne f o r  Sylvae i s ,  however, o f a r a th e r  d i f f e r e n t  k ind  from th a t  

which in t e r e s t s  th e se  com m entators. What seems to  have p a r t i c u la r ly  

a t t r a c t e d  Dryden to  c e r ta in  of M ontaigne’ s essays w h ile  composing th e  

volume i s  n o t any p a r t i c u l a r  s e t  o f p ro p o s it io n s  t h a t  can be e x tra p o la te d  

from  M ontaigne’ s v a rio u s  rem arks about Reason and F a i th ,  bu t r a th e r  th e  

s p e c ia l  q u a l i ty  of M ontaigne’s a t t i t u d e  to  th e  c l a s s i c s ,  bo th  as s ta te d  

and embodied in  th o se  e ssa y s , and th e  way he makes h i s  own th e  thought 

o f c e r ta in  pagan w r i te r s .

In  th e  l i g h t  o f h is  rem arks in  th e  Aureng-Zebe D ed ica tio n , i t  i s  

n o t perhaps s u rp r is in g  th a t  Dryden should  have found p a r t i c u la r ly  

co n g en ia l m a tte r  f o r  con tem plation  a t  t h i s  s ta g e  in  h is  own l i f e  in  th e  

c a re e r  and w r it in g s  of a man who, a f t e r  a  c a re e r  a t co u rt in  which he had, 

on h i s  own adm ission , g iven  h im se lf  ’over t o  th e  d e s ir e s  t h a t  ru le  as 

f r e e ly  and re c k le s s ly  as anyone e l s e ’ , had th e n  grown ’out o f p a tie n ce  

w ith  th e  p u b lic  d u tie s  and th e  s e rv itu d e  o f th e  c o u r t’ , and r e t i r e d  to  

h i s  ch ateau  n e a r Bordeaux to  l iv e  ’ a to l e r a b le  l i f e  t h a t  i s  a burden 

n e i th e r  to  [him ] s e l f  no r any one e l s e ’ . More p a r t i c u la r ly ,  many o f th e  

v a r io u s  passages which Dryden chose to  t r a n s l a t e  in  Sylvae -  and a l l  th o se  

w hich, in  Dryden’s v e rs io n s , have su b seq u en tly  gone on to  win re a d e rs ’ 

p a r t i c u l a r  ad m ira tio n  -  were passages which had been s in g le d  ou t f o r  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  prom inent tre a tm e n t in  s e v e ra l  of M ontaigne’s e ssa y s . For 

as w e ll  as th e  comparison between th e  p o r t r a y a ls  of Venus by L u c re tiu s  

and V ir g i l ,  M ontaigne had made v e ry  prom inent use of th e  passage on death 

from  th e  T h ird  Book o f L u c re tiu s  in  h is  e ssay  That to  Study Philosophy i s  

t o  Learn how t o  D ie, had s e le c te d  e x a c tly  th e  same fragm ent as th a t  

t r a n s la t e d  by Dryden from L u c re t iu s ’ f i f t h  book f o r  d is c u s s io n  in  h is  

Apology f o r  Raymond de Sebonde (and had t r e a t e d ,  in  th e  same essay .



th e  p o r tr a y a ls  o f human and anim al s e x u a l i ty  in  L u c re tiu s ’ fo u r th  book),

and c o n s ta n tly  uses th e  tw e n ty -n in th  Ode o f H orace’ s T h ird  Book and th e  second

book o f L u c re tiu s  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  k inds o f a t t i t u d e  which a sane man might

ta k e  up tow ards th e  v ic i s s i tu d e s  o f l i f e .

V arious passages in  th e  Essays make c le a r  how s im ila r  M ontaigne’ s

a t t i tu d e  to  th e  c l a s s i c a l  au th o rs  he i s  u s in g  i s  to  Dryden’ s a t t i t u d e

tow ards th o se  p o e ts  whom he i s  t r a n s l a t i n g .  In  h is  e ssay  Of Books,

Montaigne d e sc r ib e s  e x a c tly  how he uses th e  C la s s ic s  :

. . . I  make o th e rs  say  f o r  me, w hat, e i th e r  f o r  
want o f Language, o r  want of Sense, I  cannot 
ny s e l f  w e ll e x p re ss . I  do no t number my 
B orrow ings, I  weigh them .

(11.10)

And in  a l a t e r  e ssay , he d e sc r ib e s  how convinced he always i s  by th e

w r i te r  whom he i s  read in g  a t  t h a t  moment :

The W ritin g s  o f th e  A n c ien ts , th e  b e s t  A uthors,
I  mean, being  f u l l  and s o l id ,  tem pt and c a r ry  
me which way alm ost th e y  w i l l :  He, t h a t  I  am
re a d in g , seems always to  have th e  most Force , 
and I  f in d  th a t  every  one has Reason, th o  th e y  
c o n tra d ic t  one a n o th e r . The F a c i l i t y  t h a t  good 
W its have o f ren d rin g  every  th in g  l i k e l y  th e y  
would commend;

(11 . 12)

And, s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  Montaigne sees  th e  wisdom to  be d e riv e d  from  th e

an c ie n t p o e ts  as be ing  in se p a ra b le  from i t s  ex p ress io n  (he i s  h e re

speaking s p e c i f i c a l ly  of th e  power o f L u c re tiu s ’ p o r tr a y a l  of Venus) :

’T is  n o t a  s o f t  E loquence, and w ith o u t o ffen ce  o n ly ,
’t i s  nervous and s o l id ,  t h a t  does n o t so much p le a s e , 
as i t  f i t s  and ra v ish e s  th e  g r e a te s t  m inds. When I  
see  th e se  brave methods o f e x p re ss io n , so l i v e ly ,  so 
p rofound , I  do no t say  th a t  ’t i s  w e ll  s a id ,  but w e ll 
th o u g h t. ’T is  th e  s p r i t e l i n e s s  o f th e  im ag in a tio n  
th a t  sw e lls  and e le v a te s  w ords.

( i n . 5)
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Again in  Of Books, Montaigne w r ite s  o f th e  k ind  of s a t i s f a c t io n s  o ffe re d  

him by h is  f a v o u r i te  read in g  in  th e  h i s to r i a n s .  There he f in d s  a  p re s e n t

a t io n  o f th e  perm anent co n d itio n s  th a t  govern human l i f e  bo th  from  w ith in  

and w ith o u t :

. . .  im m ediately  Man in  g e n e ra l , th e  Knowledge o f idiom 
I  hunt a f t e r ,  does th e re  appear more l i v e l y  and e n t i r e  
th a n  any where b e s id e s  th e  V arie ty  and T ruth  o f h is  
I n te r n a l  Q u a l i t ie s ,  in  g ro ss  and p iece -m ea l, th e  
D iv e r s i ty  o f Means by which he i s  u n ite d  and k n i t ,  
and th e  A ccidents t h a t  th re a te n  him.

( 11.10)

As w e ll  as th e  obvious s i m i l a r i t i e s  of th ough t and s e n s i b i l i t y

between th e s e  passages and Dryden’s P re face  to  S y lv ae , and th e  e x te rn a l

ev idence t h a t  Dryden was read in g  M ontaigne in te n s e ly  du rin g  t h i s  p e r io d ,

th e re  i s  f u r th e r  evidence i n  th e  form o f echoes o f th e  p ro se  o f C o tto n ’s

t r a n s l a t i o n  (and th e  v e rse  o f i t s  t r a n s la t io n s  o f M ontaigne’s c l a s s i c a l

t r a n s l a t i o n s ) , two volumes o f which were p u b lish ed  in  th e  same y e a r  as

S y lv ae .^  A f u r th e r  in t e r e s t in g  scrap  o f evidence i s  th a t  when Dryden

had h is  p o r t r a i t  p a in te d , a lso  in  th e  same y e a r , by J.M auberb, a  copy of
2

M ontaigne’ s works i s  shown among th e  books on h is  desk . However, i t  i s  

s a lu ta r y  a t  t h i s  s tag e  to  remember a warning is su e d  by th e  w r i t e r  of a 

re c e n t e ssay  on M ontaigne :

1 . There a r e ,  f o r  ex an ^ le , s e v e ra l  q u ite  d e f in i t e  echoes o f C o t to n ’ s 
v e rs io n  o f Upon Some V erses of V irg i l  in  Sigismonda and G uiscardo 
(11 .417-20 , 3 4 -5 , 179-80). Venus to~V ulcan , 1 .3 2  seems a ls o  to  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  d e r iv e  from th e  same e ssay . See below f o r  Dryden’ s use 
of C otton in  A gainst th e  F ear o f Death and th e  v e rs io n  of Horace Odes 
I I I . 29. For f u r th e r  su g g es tio n s  o f Dryden’ s echoing o f C o tto n ’s 
M ontaigne, see  T.A.Mason, Dryden’s C haucer, p p .152, 236-9.

2. M aubert’ s p ic tu r e  i s  now in  th e  N a tio n a l P o r t r a i t  G a lle ry , London.
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What in  f a c t  do t e x tu a l  borrow ings t e l l  us o f th e  
r e l a t io n  between two keen minds? What a c tu a l ly  
happened when M ontaigne read  h is  L u c re tiu s?
F requen t q u o ta tio n  su g g ests  an in te r e s te d  o r  a 
co n s ta n t re a d e r . Does i t  no t sug g est any th ing  
e l s e ,  as to  th e  source o f a t t r a c t io n  o r th e  e f f e c t  
o f p e r s i s te n t  read ing?  These a re  n o t th e  s o r t  o f 
th in g s  one can p rove; l e t  us beware of th in k in g  
them to  be o f l i t t l e  im portance . 1

Mr. Moore’ s rem arks rem ind us t h a t  when d isc u ss in g  M ontaigne’ s in f lu e n c e  

on Sylvae (though i t s  p resence  can be f irm ly  e s ta b lis h e d )  we a re  d ea lin g  

w ith  a complex a re a  -  Dryden’s p e rc e p tio n s  be ing  a s s is te d  o r  confirm ed by 

su g g es tio n s  from  ano ther mind w ith  whom he f e l t  s u b s ta n t ia l  tem peram ental 

a f f i n i t i e s .  B earing  Mr, Moore’s c au tio n s  in  mind, what su g g es tio n s  can 

be made about what i t  was t h a t  p a r t i c u la r ly  a t t r a c t e d  Dryden to  h i s  

o r ig in a ls  in  S y lv a e , and how M ontaigne’ s use  o f th o se  same o r ig in a ls  

might have prompted h is  p e rc ep tio n s?

In  th e  P re face  Dryden rem arks f i r s t  of a l l  on L u c re t iu s ’ c o n fid e n tly

dogm atic manner, which he has been moved, in  a  way q u ite  c o n tra ry  to  h is

n a tu ra l  tem peram ent, t o  ta k e  up;

• * • I f  I  am no t m istaken , th e  d is t in g u is h in g  C h arac te r o f 
L u c re t iu s ,  ( I  mean o f h is  Soul and G enius) i s  a  c e r ta in  
k in d  o f  nob le  p r id e ,  and p o s i t iv e  a s s e r t io n  o f h is  
O p in ions. He i s  every  where co n fid en t o f h is  own re a so n , 
and assuming an a b so lu te  command no t on ly  over h is  v u lg a r 
R eader, bu t even h is  P a tron  Memmius. For he i s  always 
b id d in g  him a tte n d , as i f  he had th e  Rod over him; and 
u s in g  a M a g is te r ia l  a u th o r i ty ,  w hile  he i n s t r u c t s  him .
From h is  tim e t o  o u rs . I  know none so l ik e  him, as 
our Poet and P h ilo so p h e r of Malmsbury. T his i s  t h a t  
p e rp e tu a l  D ic ta to rs h ip , which i s  e x e r c is ’d by L u c re tiu s ; 
who though o fte n  in  th e  wrong, y e t seems to  d e a l bona 
f id e  w ith  h is  R eader, and t e l l s  him n o th in g  but what 
he th in k s ;  in  which p la in  s in c e r i t y ,  I  b e lie v e  he 
d i f f e r s  from our Hobbs, who cou’d n o t bu t be convinc’d , 
o r  a t  l e a s t  doubt o f some e te r n a l  T ru th s  which he has 
oppos’d . But f o r  L u c re tiu s , he seems to  d isd a in  a l l  
manner o f R ep lie s , and i s  so co n fid en t o f h is  cause , th a t  
he i s  b e fo re  hand w ith  h is  A n tag o n is ts ; U rging f o r  them .

1 . W.G.Moore, ’L u c re tiu s  and M ontaigne’ , Y ale French S tu d ie s , 38 (1967), 
109-114.
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w hatever he im agin’d th e y  cou’d sa y , and le a v in g  
them  as he supposes, w ith o u t an o b je c t io n  f o r  th e  
f u tu r e .  A ll t h i s  to o ,  w ith  so much sco rn  and 
in d ig n a tio n , as i f  he were a s s u r ’d o f th e  Triumph, 
b e fo re  he e n te r ’d in to  th e  L i s t s .  From t h i s  sublim e 
and d a rin g  Genius o f h i s ,  i t  must o f n e c e s s i ty  come 
to  p a s s , th a t  h is  th o u g h ts  must be M asculine, f u l l  o f 
A rgum entation, and th a t  s u f f i c i e n t ly  w arn. From th e  
same f i e r y  tem per proceeds th e  lo f t i n e s s  of h is  
E x p ress io n s, and th e  p e rp e tu a l t o r r e n t  o f  h i s  V erse , 
where th e  b a rre n n ess  o f h is  S u b jec t does n o t to o  
much c o n s tra in  th e  qu ickness of h i s  Fancy. For 
th e r e  i s  no doubt to  be made, b u t t h a t  he cou’d 
have been every  where as P o e t ic a l ,  as he i s  in  "his 
D e sc r ip tio n s , ^ d  in  th e  M oral p a r t  o f h is  Ph ilosophy , 
i f  he had no t aim*d more to  in s t r u c t  in  h is  Système 
of N a tu re , th an  t o  d e H g h t. But he was ben t upon making 
Memmius a  M a te r ia l i s t ,  and te a c h in g  him to  d e f ie  an 
in v is ib le  power: In  s h o r t ,  he was so much an A th e is t , 
t h a t  he fo rg o t sometimes to  be a  P o e t. These a re  th e  
c o n s id e ra tio n s  which I  had o f t h a t  A uthor, b e fo re  I  
a ttem pted  to  t r a n s l a t e  some p a r ts  o f him. And 
acco rd in g ly  I  l a y ’d by my n a tu r a l  D iff id en ce  and 
S cep tic ism  f o r  a w h ile , to  ta k e  up th a t  Dogm atical 
way o f h i s ,  which as I  s a id ,  i s  so much h is  C h a ra c te r , 
as to  make him th a t  in d iv id u a l  P o e t.

(K in s le y , I ,  395)

Like M ontaigne, Dryden f in d s  L u c re t iu s ’ manner in se p a ra b le  from  th e  

appeal o f h i s  th o u g h t. He fo llo w s t h i s  passage  w ith  an o th er in  which 

he ta k e s  up th e  t r i c k y  s u b je c t of how L u c re t iu s ’ p o e try  could p o s s ib ly  

appeal when h is  d o c tr in e  was so obv iously  unaccep tab le  to  a  C h r is tia n  

audience :

As f o r  h is  O pinions concern ing  th e  m o r ta l i ty  
o f th e  S ou l, th e y  a re  so absu rd , t h a t  I  cannot i f  I  
wou’d b e lie v e  them . I  th in k  a fu tu r e  s t a t e  demons
t r a b l e  even by n a tu r a l  Arguments; a t  l e a s t  to  ta k e  
away rew ards and punishm ents, i s  on ly  a  p le a s in g  
p ro sp e c t to  a Man, who re so lv e s  b e fo re  hand no t to  
l i v e  m o ra lly . But on th e  o th e r  s id e ,  th e  though t o f 
be in g  no th ing  a f t e r  d ea th  i s  a burden unsupporbable 
to  a v e rtu o u s Man, even though a H eathen. We n a tu r a l ly  
aim a t  h ap p in ess , and cannot b e a r  t o  have i t  c o n f in é  
to  th e  sh o rtn e ss  o f our p re se n t B eing, e s p e c ia l ly  when 
we c o n s id e r th a t  v e r tu e  i s  g e n e ra l ly  unhappy in  t h i s  
W orld, and v ic e  fo r tu n a te .  So th a t  ’t i s  hope o f
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F u tu r i ty  a lo n e , th a t  makes t h i s  L ife  t o l e r a b l e , 
in  e x p e c ta tio n  o f a  b e t t e r .  Who wou’d no t commit 
a l l  th e  ex cesses  t o  which he i s  prompted by h is  
n a tu r a l  in c l in a t io n s ,  i f  he may do them w ith  
s e c u r i ty  w h ile  he i s  a l iv e ,  and be uncapable of 
punishm ent a f t e r  he i s  dead! I f  he be cunning 
and s e c re t  enough to  avoid th e  Laws, th e re  i s  no 
band of m o ra li ty  to  r e s t r a in  him: For Fame and
R ep u ta tion  a re  weak t i e s ;  many men have n o t th e  
l e a s t  sence o f them: Pow erful men a re  on ly  aw’d
by them, as th e y  conduce t o  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t ,  and 
t h a t  no t always when a p a ss io n  i s  predom inant; 
and no Man w i l l  be c o n ta in ’d w ith in  th e  bounds of 
d u ty , when he may s a f e ly  t r a n s g re s s  them. These 
a re  my th o u g h ts  a b s t r a c te d ly ,  and w ith o u t e n tr in g  
in to  th e  N otions o f our C h r is t ia n  F a ith , which i s  
th e  p ro p e r b u s in e ss  of D iv in e s .

(K in s ley , I ,  395-6)

But however much Dryden m ight p ro fe s s  in  p rose  (and no doubt f irm ly  

b e liev ed  w ith  one p a r t  o f h is  mind) th e  u n a c c e p ta b i l i ty  o f L u c re t iu s ’ 

d o c tr in e , I  th in k  i t  would be d i f f i c u l t  f o r  a  re a d e r  f r e s h  from  th e  

ex p erience  o f read in g  A gainst th e  Fear o f Death to  conclude o th e r  th a n  

t h a t ,  a t  l e a s t  in  th e  ’ho t f i t ’ o f com position , Dryden had been so bowled 

over by th e  fo rc e  of L u c re tiu s ’ argument t h a t  he has su rren d ered  to  i t ,  

o r r a th e r  achieved  im ag in a tiv e  id e n t i t y  w ith  i t ,  in  much th e  same way 

t h a t ,  as we have seen , M ontaigne f e l t  h im se lf  ’ c a r r ie d ’ by th e  ’f o r c e ’ 

o f th e  C la s s ic a l  au th o r he was c u r r e n t ly  re a d in g , even when t h a t  au th o r 

was c o n tra d ic t in g  h is  co n sc io u s ly -h e ld  b e l i e f s ,  o r  th o se  o f an o th er w r i te r  

to  whom he had p re v io u s ly  responded w ith  eq u al warmth. ̂  On th e  evidence

1 . The re a d e r  w i l l  n o tic e  t h a t  my g e n e ra l sense  o f Dryden’s i n t e r e s t  in
L u c re tiu s  d i f f e r s  from  th a t  o f Norman A ustin  in  ’T ra n s la t io n  as Baptism:
Dryden’ s L u c re t iu s ’ , A rio n , 7 (1968), 576-602. P ro fe sso r  A ustin  (who
i s  a ls o  th e  au th o r o f th e  commentary on Dryden’s L u c re tiu s  t r a n s la t io n s  
in  V o l.3 o f  th e  C a l i fo rn ia  e d it io n )  argues t h a t  Dryden bo th  accommodates 
L u c re tiu s  in to  a  C h r is t ia n  framework, and uses th e  o ccasion  o f h is  
t r a n s l a t i o n  to  undermine th e  im p lic a tio n s  o f L u c re t iu s ’ te a c h in g s .
A ustin  a lso  sees Dryden’ s L u c re tiu s  as  a  s p e c i f ic  in d ic tm en t o f H orace. 
I4ary G a llag h e r in  ’Dryden’ s T ra n s la t io n  o f L u c re t iu s ’ , HIA» 28 (1964), 
19-29, s t r e s s e s  th e  degree to  which th e  i n t e r e s t s  of Dryden*s L u c re tiu s  
ov erlap  w ith  th o se  shown elsew here in  Dryden’ s v e rs e . Both w r i te r s  seem 
to  me to  u n d e re stim ate  th e  degree to  which Dryden was prompted by 
Lucretius (and Horace) to  respond p o w erfu lly  to  id e a s  t h a t  ran  co u n ter to  
h is  co n sc io u s ly -h e ld  ’b e l i e f s ’ . Johnson has some su g g es tiv e  rem arks on 
t h i s  to p ic  in  h is  L ife . See Murphy, IX, 380-381 .
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o f th e  poem i t s e l f  ( r a th e r  th a n  o f Dryden*s de fa c to  r a t io n a l i s a t i o n

o f i t s  is s u e s )  we may, I  th in k ,  suggest t h a t  f o r  Dryden th e  experience

of read ing  L u c re tiu s  was analogous to  t h a t  o f a Montaigne who could ,

f o r  example, w ithou t f l in c h in g ,  use  th e  a r c h -a th e is t  L ucre tiu s*

arguments to  prove th e  f u t i l i t y  o f t r y in g  to  ’know* what th e  C h ris tia n

God i s  l i k e ,  who on o ccasio n s  u ses ’God’ an d ’J u p i t e r ’ as i f  th e y  were

in te rc h a n g e a b le . Dryden’ s f e e l in g s  on read in g  L u c re tiu s  were perhaps

no t f a r  removed from M ontaigne’s as d e sc rib e d  by W.G.Moore :

We may th e re fo re  c o n jec tu re  t h a t  to  read  L u c re tiu s  
was f o r  M ontaigne an ad v en tu re , a  l i b e r a t io n ,  e x c i t in g ,  
even p h y s ic a lly  as we have see n , bu t s u re ly  i n t e l l e c t 
u a l ly  as w e l l ,  f o r  in  ’’ru m in a tin g ” h is  g re a t  l in e s  
Montaigne was in  c o n tac t w ith  a  mind both  pow erfu l 
and su g g e s tiv e .

At any r a t e ,  Dryden i s  c le a r  t h a t  he co n sid e rs  a l l  h is  v e rs io n s  of 

L u c re tiu s  to  have been a  su cc e ss , and t h a t ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly ,  he had found 

th e  arguments of N ature a g a in s t th e  f e a r  o f d ea th  ( in  L u c re tiu s ’ Book 

Three) m a tte r f o r  s e r io u s  p h ilo s o p h ic a l con tem plation  :

But th e re  a re  o th e r  Arguments in  t h i s  Poem (which 
I  have t u r n ’d in to  English.) no t belong ing  to  th e

a reaso n ab le  Man. to  make him l e s s  in  lo v e  w ith  L ife , 
and consequen tly  in  l e s s  apprehensions o f D eath .
Such as a re  th e  n a tu r a l  S a t ie ty ,  p roceed ing  from 
a p e rp e tu a l enjoyment o f th e  same th in g s  : th e
inconveniences o f o ld  age, which make him uncapable 
of c o rp o re a l p le a s u re s ;  th e  decay  o f und ers tan d in g  
and memory, which ren d e r him con tem ptib le  and u s e le s s  
to  o th e rs ;  th e se  and many o th e r  reasons so p a th e tic m llv  
u rg ’d . 30 b e a u t i f u l ly  e x p re s s ’d , so adorn ’d w ith  exam ples, 
and so adm irably  r a i s ’d by th e  Prosopopeia o f N atu re , 
who i s  b rought in  speak ing  to  h e r  C h ild ren , w ith  so 
much a u th o r i ty  and v ig o u r , d ese rv e  th e  p a in s  I  have 
tak en  w ith  them, which I  hope have no t been unsuccess
f u l .  o r unworthy o f mv A uthor. At l e a s t  I  must ta k e  
th e  l i b e r t y  to  own, t h a t  I  was p le a s ’d w ith  my own 
endeavours, which b u t r a r e ly  happens to  me. and th a t  
I  am not d i s s a t i s f i e d  upon th e  review , o f any th in g  
I  have done in  t h i s  A uthor.

(K in sley , I ,  396)
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E q u a lly  ’p h ilo s o p h ic a l’ (b u t in  a d i f f e r e n t  way) seemed to  Dryden 

th e  account o f  love  in  L u c re t iu s ’ fo u r th  book. There i s  s u re ly  ju s t  a 

h in t  o f d is ingenuousness in  th e  way he ’d e fe n d s ’ h is  tre a tm e n t o f t h i s  

s u b je c t  in  h is  v e rs io n s  ( s ly ly  working in  a recommendation of Roscommon’ s 

Essay and M ulgrave’ s Essay on P o e try  en r o u te ) .  H is t r a n s l a t i o n  i s  

a c c e p ta b le , he say s , because he has sim ply fo llow ed  h is  a u th o r who was 

(a s  M ontaigne had r e a l is e d )  g iv in g  a ’f a c t u a l ’ account o f lo v e , and whose 

in te n t io n s  w ere, in  th e  b e s t H o ra tian  t r a d i t i o n ,  ’to  i n s t r u c t  as w e ll as 

p le a s e ’ ;^  n e i th e r  h i s ,  nor L u c re t iu s ’ i s  th e  k ind  o f o b sce n ity  t h a t  i s  

in co m p atib le  w ith  ’w i t ’ -  and anyway (a  n o te  t h a t  i s  becoming f a m i l ia r  

i n  co n sid e rin g  S y lv ae) th e  passage ’p le a s e d ’ Dryden;

’T is  t r u e ,  th e re  i s  som ething, and th a t  o f some 
moment, t o  be o b jec ted  a g a in s t my E n g lish in g  th e  N ature  
o f Love, from th e  Fourth  Book of L u c re tiu s : And I  can
le s s  e a s i ly  answer why I  T ra n s la te d  i t ,  th an  why I  th u s  
T ra n s la te d  i t .  The O b jec tio n  a r i s e s  from th e  O bscen ity  
of th e  S u b je c t; which i s  ag g ravated  by th e  to o  l i v e l y ,  
and a l lu r in g  d e lic a c y  of th e  V erses. In  th e  f i r s t  p la c e , 
w ith o u t th e  l e a s t  F o rm ality  o f an ex cuse , I  own i t  p l e a s ’d 
me: and l e t  my Enemies make th e  w orst th e y  can of t h i s
C onfession ; I  am no t y e t so secu re  from t h a t  p a s s io n , 
b u t th a t  I  want my A uthors A n tid o tes  a g a in s t  i t . He has 
g iven  th e  t r u e s t  and most P h ilo so p h ic a l account bo th  o f 
th e  D isease and Remedy, which I  ev e r found in  any A uthor :
For which reasons I  T ra n s la te d  him. But i t  v ^ l l  be a sk ’d 
why I  t u r n ’d him in to  t h i s  lu s c io u s  E nglish , ( f or  I  w ill~ n o t 
g iv e  i t  a worse w ord :) in s te a d  o f an answ er, I  wou’d ask 
again  o f my S u p e rc ilio u s  A d v e rsa rie s , w hether I  am no t 
bound when I  T ra n s la te  an A uthor, to  do him a l l  th e  r ig h t  
I  c an , and to  T ra n s la te  him to  th e  b e s t  advantage? I f  to  
mince h is  meaning, which I  am s a t i s f i ’d was h o n est and 
in s t r u c t iv e ,  I  had e i t h e r  o m itted  some p a r t  o f what he s a id , 
o r  tak en  from th e  s tr e n g th  o f h i s  ex p re ss io n , I  c e r ta in ly  
had wrong’d him; and th a t  f re e n e s s  o f though t and w ords, 
be ing  th u s  c a s h ie r ’d , in  my hands, he had no lo n g e r been 
L u c re t iu s . I f  n o th in g  o f t h i s  k in d  be to  be re a d . P h y sic ian s  
must no t s tu d y  N ature , Anatomies must no t be seen , and some
what I  cou’d say of p a r t i c u l a r  passag es  in  Books, which to  
avoid  prophaness I  do no t name : But th e  in te n t io n  q u a l i f i e s

1 . In  th e  Sylvae P re fac e , Dryden makes th e  connection  between L u c re t iu s ’
’p h i lo s o p h ic a l’ account, and th a t  of V irg i l  in  th e  G eo rg ies , a  poem th a t  
a ls o  p re s e n ts  w ith  u n flin c h in g  accu racy  th e  e f f e c t s  o f th e  u n iv e r s a l  fo rc e  
o f lo v e  on human and anim al a l ik e .



tne a c t ;  and Dotii inine iiocl ,-,u th o r s  v/ere t o j .n s t r a c t
ac w e ll as p le a se . Tis _ tne liiost c er ta in  that barefac» d jjav/der.y
i s  tne poorest pretence to  w it ixaaginable ; I f  I shou’d sa y
o tnerwise , I snou’d nave two great a u tn o r it ie s  aga in st  tie ; The one
i s  tne Ess.j-y on poetry , v/nich I p u b lick ly  valued before I
itnev; tne Ant nor o f^ it.an d  with tne commendation of
which, my Lord Roscommon so hap p ily  begins h is  Essay
on T ranslated Verse: The other i s  no l e s s  than our
admir’d Cowley; who says the Some th in g  in  other words:
For in  h is  Ode concerning W it, he w r ites  thus o f i t ;

Much l e s s  can th a t have any p lace  
At which a V irgin h id es her FaCe:
Such dross the f i r e  must purge away; ’t i s  ju st  
The Author b lush , th ere  where the Reader must.

Here indeed Mr. Cowley goes fa r th er  than th e E ssay; 
fo r  he a s se r ts  p la in ly  th a t o b scen ity  has no p lace in  
Wit ; t he other only  sa y s , ’t i s poor pretence to  i t ,  or
an i l l  sort of W it, which has noth ing more to  support
i t  than b a r e -fa c ’d Ribaldry; vdiich i s  both unmannerly 
in  i t  s e l f ,  and fulsome to  th e  Reader. But n e ith er  of 
th ese  w i l l  reach my case: For in  th e  f i r s t  p la ce , I am
only  th e  Trad'slat our, not th e Inventor; so th a t th e
h e a v ie st  part o f th e  censure f a l l s  upon L ucretius, 
b efore i t  reaches me: in  the next p la ce , n e ith er  he nor 
I have u s ’d th e g ro ssest  words; but th e c le a n l ie s t  
Metaphors we cou’d f in d , to  p a l l ia t e  th e broadness o f  
th e meaning; and to  conclude, have carried  th e P o e tic a l  
P a r t  no fa r th er , than the P h ilo so p h ica l exacted .

(K in sley , I ,  396-7)

In comjTienting on h is  reasons fo r  tr a n s la t in g  Horace, Dryden s tr e s s e s  

how e s p e c ia l ly  v i t a l  i t  i s  fo r  any tr a n s la to r  to  capture Horace’ s manner 

which i s  almost as d if fe r e n t  as one can imagine from th a t o f L ucretius -  

eq u a lly  a t h e is t ic  ( ’ . . .  he made use of Gods and providence, on ly  to  serve  

a turn in  P oetry’ ) yet m ercurial; Horace i s  a master both o f  ’ e levated  

f l i g h t s ’ ’ and in  the sudden changes of h is  su b ject with almost im perceptib le  

connexions’ ; th e  elegance of h is  s t y le  (th e  aspect o f Horace la t e r  admired 

by V ictorian  commentators even when they  f e l t  Horace had nothing to  say) i s  

in sep arab le  from the animating s p ir i t  o f h is  poetry  :

That which w i l l  d is t in g u ish  h is  S ty le  from a l l  other  
P oets, i s  th e  Elegance of h is  Words, and th e numerousness 
of h is  Verse; th ere  i s  nothing^ so d e l i c a te ly  tu rn ’d in  a l l  
th e  Roman Language. There appears in  every part o f  h is
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D ic tio n , o r , ( to  speak E n g lish ) in  a l l  h is  E x p re ss io n s , 
a k ind  of noble and bold  P u r i ty .  H is words a re  chosen 
w ith  as much ex ac tn ess  as  V ir g i l s ;  bu t th e re  seems to  be 
a g r e a te r  S p i r i t  in  them . There i s  a  s e c re t  H appiness 
a tte n d s  h is  Choice, which in  P e tro n iu s  i s  c a l l ’d C urio sa 
F é l i c i t a s ,  and which I  suppose he had from th e  F e l i c i t e r  
audere  of Horace h im se lf . But th e  most d is t in g u is h in g  
p a r t  of a l l  h is  C h arac te r , seems to  me, to  be h is  
B risk n ess , h i s  J o l l i t y ,  and h is  good Humour: And th o se  
I  have c h ie f ly  endeavour’d to  Coppy;

(K in s ley , I ,  399)

Dryden a n t ic ip a te s  th e  judgement of l a t e r  re a d e rs  in  th in k in g  h is  v e rs io n , 

in  th e  ’ P in d a riq u e ’ s ty le ,  o f Odes I I I .  29 ( th a t  in s c r ib e d  to  R ochester) 

h is  ’M as te r-P iec e ’ .

Throughout h is  e ssa y s , M ontaigne had quoted L u c re tiu s  and Horace 

i l l u s t r a t i v e l y  as th e  two p re-em inen t v o ices  from th e  a n c ie n t w orld  who 

encourage us ( in  t h e i r  very  d i f f e r e n t  ways) t o  r e j e c t ,  o r c o n s id e r o f 

l i t t l e  im portance , th e  heady v a n i t ie s  of th e  w orld -  r e s t l e s s  am b itio n , 

sea rch  f o r  p o s se s s io n s , d e s ir e  f o r  p o p u la r i ty  -  to  accep t th e  co n d itio n s  

o f th in g s  as th e y  a re , and to  l iv e  l i f e  to  th e  f u l l .  L u c re t iu s ’ s c o rn fu l 

h e c to r in g  and d e r is iv e  s c o f f in g  a t  th o se  who, ig n o ra n t of th e  permanent 

p h y s ic a l p r in c ip le s  of th e  u n iv e rs e , a ttem pt v a in ly  th in g s  of which t h e i r  

ve ry  human n a tu re  ren d e rs  them in c a p a b le , and consequen tly  l i v e  t h e i r  

l iv e s  in  a h e l l  o f f r u s t r a t i o n  and m isery  i s  f r e q u e n tly  used by Montaigne 

to  compliment H orace’ s g e n ia l  and w i t t i l y  ’throw -aw ay’ a t t i t u d e  to  th e  

ca res  of th e  w orld . N e ith e r  poe t i s  seen as m erely  E picurean  in  th e  v u lg a r 

sen se . M ontaigne i s  ab le  to  warm to  bo th  a t t i t u d e s  as  e q u a lly  com pelling 

and sees them as in se p a ra b le  from th e  manner which each poet a d o p ts .

Each embodies what he ta k e s  to  be a sane a t t i t u d e  tow ards th e  p e rp lex in g  

and f r u s t r a t i n g  elem ents o f l i f e  and i t  i s  because t h i s  ’ a t t i t u d e ’ i s  no t 

ju s t  a m a tte r  o f the p a rap h rasab le  co n ten t o f th e  poems o f Horace and
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L u c re tiu s , bu t conveyed in  th e  im ag in a tiv e  fo rc e  o f th e  p o e tiy  i t s e l f  

t h a t  th e  a t t i t u d e  (though b eg o tten  of Paganism) i s  f e l t  to  be o f s u f f ic ie n t  

power and permanence to  be u t i l i s e d  by th e  C h r is t ia n  e s s a y is t .  Both p o e ts  

a re  seen  as l iv in g  exam ples, as i t  w ere, of th e  P la to n ic  o b se rv a tio n  th a t  

’th e  good man cannot be harmed ’ . Only a f u l l  re c o g n itio n  o f th e  r e a l i t y  

o f th e  n a tu re  o f th in g s  a llow s one to  l iv e  t r u l y  c o n ten ted . But i f  both 

L u c re tiu s  and Horace a re  M ontaigne’ s c h ie f  a u th o r i t i e s  f o r  r e j e c t i n g  th e  

w orld , r e je c t i o n  f o r  Montaigne in v o lv es  (p a ra d o x ic a lly )  a maximum and 

p a ss io n a te  r e l i s h in g  of every  t i n y  d e t a i l  o f e x is te n c e  and every  p o s s ib le  

a sp ec t o f c r e a t io n ,  a  r e l i s h  found on every  page o f th e  E ssay s . For w hile  

M ontaigne’ s id e a l  i s  to  be ’ above’ th e  ca res  o f th e  w orld i t  i s  a ls o  to  

be p a s s io n a te ly  l iv in g  to  th e  f u l l  every  moment o f l i f e .  In  h is  f i n a l  

essay  Of Ex p e r ie nce, Montaigne d e sc r ib e s  th e  b e n e f i ts  o f s e r e n i ty  :

How g re a t  a b e n e f i t  i s  i t  to  a man to  have h is  Soul so 
s e a te d , t h a t  which way soever she tu rn s  h e r  Eye, th e  
Heaven i s  calm and se ren e  about her?  No D e s ire , no 
F ear o r Doubt, t h a t  t ro u b le s  th e  A ir ,  n o r any 
D i f f ic u l ty  p a s t ,  p re s e n t ,  o r to  come, t h a t  h is  
Im ag ina tion  may no t pass  over w ithou t O ffence.

(111 .13)

And only  a few sen ten ces  e a r l i e r  Montaigne had w r i t t e n  o f th e  need to

enjoy  l i f e  to  th e  f u l l  :

By how much th e  p o sse ss io n  o f l iv in g  i s  more s h o r t ,  I  
must make i t  so much d eeper and more f u l l .  O thers a re  
s e n s ib le  o f C ontentm ent, and of P ro s p e r i ty ,  I  f e e l  i t  
to o , as w e ll as th e y , bu t no t on ly  as i t  s l id e s  and 
p a sse s  by; and a lso  a man ought to  s tu d y , t a s t e  and 
rum inate  upon i t ,  to  ren d e r condign th an k s  to  him t h a t  
g ra n ts  i t  to  u s . They enjoy  th e  o th e r  P le a su re s  as th e y  
do t h a t  o f s le e p , w ith o u t knowing i t ;  to  th e  end, t h a t  
even s le e p  i t  s e l f  should no t so s tu p id ly  escape from  
me, I  have fo rm erly  cau s’d m yself to  b [e  d i s tu r b ’d in  
my s le e p ,  to  th e  end th a t  I  m ight th e  b e t t e r  and more 
s e n s ib ly  r e l i s h  and t a s t e  i t .

(1 1 1 .13)
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I f  M ontaigne’s id e a l  in v o lv e s , in  some s e n se s , ’ r e j e c t i o n ’ of th e  w orld , 

h i s  th in k in g  h e re  i s  c le a r ly  a t  th e  o p p o s ite  end of th e  spectrum  from 

cynicism  o r  n ih i l is m . I  th in k  i t  was f o r  reaso n s  very  s im i la r  to  th o se  

which I  have suggested  were M ontaigne’ s t h a t  Dryden can be shown to  have 

been drawn, a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s tag e  in  h is  l i f e ,  to  th e  o r ig in a ls  

rendered  in  S y lv a e . In  th e s e  poems he was a b le  to  c u l t iv a te  th a t  i n t e r e s t  

in  ’man in  h i s  g e n e ra l n a tu r e ’ w hich, as we have seen , was a ls o  a le ad in g  

concern of M ontaigne’ s ,  and which Johnson th o u g h t to  be Dryden’ s c h a ra c te r 

i s t i c  p o e tic  q u a l i ty .^

Some b r i e f  examples from  th e  poems them selves must now be given  to  

support th e  g e n e ra l su g g es tio n  th a t  in  re n d e rin g  h is  pagan o r ig in a ls  in  

Sylvae Dryden both  brought h is  own p reo ccu p a tio n s  and concerns to  them , 

b u t was a ls o ,  s im u ltan eo u sly  as i t  w ere, drawn out of h im se lf  and enabled 

to  e n te r  im a g in a tiv e ly  in to  c e r ta in  s t a t e s  o f p h ilo s o p h ic a l sp e c u la tio n  

which la y  o u ts id e  th e  s t r i c t  bounds o f h is  own r e l ig io u s  f a i t h .

In  h is  v e rs io n  of H o race’s Second Epode, f o r  exaiip le, a  poem which 

p ra is e s  th e  d e l ig h ts  o f th e  coun try  as opposed to  c i ty  l i f e ,  Dryden has 

d e l ib e r a te ly  s tren g th en ed  and p o in ted  th e  contem porary s ig n if ic a n c e ,  w ith 

th e  h e lp  of a  passage he remembered from h is  read in g  o f V ir g i l ,  of t h a t  

p a r t  of H orace’ s poem vdiich d e p ic ts  l i f e  in  th e  forum,

Forumque v i t a t ,  e t  superba  civium  
P o ten tio rum  lim in a

(7 -8 )

1 . See th e  L ife  of Pope (Murphy, X I, 170): ’Dryden knew more o f man in
h is  g e n e ra l n a tu re , and Pope in  h is  l o c a l  m anners’ .
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by t r a n s l a t i n g  i t  th u s  :

The clam ours o f co n ten tio u s  Law,
And Court and S ta te  he w ise ly  shuns.

Nor b r ib ’d w ith  hopes no r d a r ’d w ith  awe 
To s e r v i le  S a lu ta tio n s  runs

(14-17)

He has e q u a lly  su b tly  co loured  h i s  v e rs io n  (w ithou t s u b s ta n t ia l ly  r e - s e t t in g

i t )  no t on ly  w ith  touches o f a  r u r a l  England which h is  re a d e rs  would a l l

know w e ll ,  bu t w ith  sm all a l lu s io n s  to  M ilto n ’s r u r a l  p a ra d is e , and th e

com posite id e a l  o f th e  good l i f e  of th e  co u n try s id e  which he found in

s e v e ra l  o th e r  p o e ts , in  a  way th a t  shows him not s io p ly  ’ ap p ly in g ’ Horace

to  h is  own c o n d itio n , but d isco v e rin g  j ji  Horace c o n d itio n s  of l i f e ,  and

a s p ir a t io n s  tow ards a b e t t e r  l i f e ,  t h a t  govern h is  own age as much as
2

t h a t  o f Augustan Rome o r R enaissance I t a l y .

1 . c f .  e s p e c ia l ly  Géorgie I I ;  See h is  t r a n s la t io n  o f t h a t  poem, 11 .643-4 , 
703-4, 717-9* Dryden re tu rn e d  to  h is  th o u g h ts  about ’ s e r v i le  s a lu t a t io n s ’ 
in  The Tenth S a t i r e  of Ju v e n a l, 11.146-7* The p rev io u s  s e c tio n  g ives
th e  reasons f o r  b e lie v in g  th a t  th e  l in e s  had p a :r t ic u la r  p e rso n a l 
resonance f o r  Dryden.

2. For example, ’v irg in  honey’ (1 .2 7 ) i s  a te c h n ic a l  te rm  f o r  th e  b e s t  
honey used f o r  d rin k s  such as m e th eg lin , which (a s  Pepys no ted ) was 
drunk a t c o u r t .  ’D ared’ ( l . l 6 )  i s  a ls o  a te c h n ic a l  te rm , from th e  
’d a r in g ’ o f la rk s  (a  k ind  o f h u n tin g  -  c f .  Annus M ir a b i l i s , 1 .7 8 0 ).
At s e v e ra l  p o in ts  in  h is  p o r t r a y a l  o f a  r u r a l  p a ra d is e , Dryden draws
on M ilto n ’ s p o r tr a y a l  o f Eden. Compare Dryden’ s 1 1 .3 0 f f . w ith
V II, 3 1 5 ff ; Dryden 11 .18-21  w ith  RL., V, 2 0 9 ff, Dryden, 11.58-60 
w ith  PL., IX, 2 0 5 ff . H orace’ s poem has become p a r t  of th e  body 
of European commonplace on th e  s u b je c t o f th e  s a t i s f a c t io n s  of a
r u r a l  l i f e .  Dryden draws f o r  d e t a i l s  in  h is  oivn v e rs io n  on
o th e r  tre a tm e n ts  o f th e  same them e. Tasso (Gerusalemme L ib é râ ta ,
VII) and Spenser ( ^ . ,  VI. ix .x v i i i - x x v )  had s p e c i f i c a l ly  used th e  
H o ra tian  ’to p o s ’ to  h ig h lig h t  th e  to rm en ts  o f l i f e  a t  c o u r t ,  and 
th e  r e l i e f  to  be had from r u r a l  p u r s u i t s .  On th e s e  s u b je c ts ,  see
H.A.Mason, ’Dryden’ s Dream of H appiness’ , Cambridge Q u a r te r ly , 8 
(1978), 11-55.
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S im ila r ly ,  in  h is  v e rs io n  o f th e  Twenty N inth Ode o f  H orace’ s T hird  

Book, w hile  h is  use of th e  ph rase  ’ I  have l i v ’d to d a y ’ (1 .68 ) in d ic a te s  

t h a t  he had in  mind, among o th e r  th in g s ,  th e  v e rs io n  o f p a r t  o f H orace’ s 

poem which Cowley in c luded  in  h is  Essay Of M yself ( th e  essay  in  w hich, 

above a l l ,  he d e sc r ib e s  h is  co n ten t in  re tire m e n t and h is  i n s t i n c t iv e  

d i s l ik e  of th e  c o u r t ) ,  and w h ile  th e  ph rases  ’nauseous p le a su re s  o f th e  

g r e a t ’ (1 .1 4 ) ,  ’b u s ie  p a g en try ’ (1 9 ), ’Lord Mayor’ (41) ’ C ity  F a c tio n ’

(41) ’giddy tu rn s  o f S ta te ’ (48) are  a l l  d e p a r tu re s  from th e  l i t e r a l  

meaning o f th e  L a tin  and in d ic a te  th a t  th e  poet has a t  l e a s t  one eye on 

h i s  own tim e s , th e  poem depends fundam entally  no t on any contem porary 

’p o in t ’ ivhich Dryden has g iven  to  H orace’ s poem, bu t on th e  z e s t  and 

g en u inely  c a re f r e e  no te  ( a l l  th e  more im pressive  because ach ieved  in  th e  

fa c e  of a l l  th e  th in g s  th a t  might make a man m erely depressed  o r  d e sp a ir in g )  

h eard  r a r e ly  b e fo re  in  Dryden’ s v e rse . R ather th a n  m erely ’u p d a tin g ’

H orace, o r t r y in g  to  a s s im ila te  him w ith in  any orthodox C h r is t ia n  fram e

work, Dryden has d isco v ered  in  th e  buoyant rhythms o f h is  own E n g lish  v e rse  

th e  ’b r is k n e s s ’ and ’ j o l l i t y ’ which he f e l t  to  be in e x tr ic a b le  from H orace’ s 

wisdom :

V III
Happy th e  Man, and happy he a lo n e .
He, who can c a l l  to  day h is  own:
He, who secu re  w ith in , can say 

To morrow do th y  w o rs t, f o r  I  have l i v ’d to  day.
Be f a i r ,  o r fo u l ,  o r  r a in ,  o r sh in e .

The jo y s  I  have p o s s e s t ,  in  sp ig h t o f f a t e  a re  m ine.
Not Heav’n i t  s e l f  upon th e  p a s t  has pow’r ;

But what has been, has been, and I  have had my h o u r.

DC
F ortune, th a t  w ith  m a lic io u s  jo y .

Does Man h e r  s la v e  o p p ress.
Proud of h e r  O ffice  to  d e s tro y .

Is  seldome p le a s ’d to  b le s s .
S t i l l  v a rio u s  and u n co n stan t s t i l l ;

But w ith  an in c l in a t io n  to  be i l l ;
Prom otes, d eg rad es , d e l ig h ts  in  s t r i f e .
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And makes a  L o tte ry  o f l i f e .
I  can enjoy  h e r  id ii le  sh e ’ s k ind;
But when she dances in  th e  wind.
And shakes h e r  w ings, and w i l l  no t s ta y ,

I  p u ff th e  P r o s t i tu te  away:
The l i t t l e  o r  th e  much she gave, i s  q u ie t ly  r e s ig n ’d: 

Content w ith  p o v e rty , my S ou l, I  arm;
And V ertue , th o ’ in  ra g s , w i l l  keep me warm.

What i s ’t  t o  me.
Who never s a i l  i n  h e r  u n f a i th f u l  Sea,

I f  Storms a r i s e ,  and Clouds grow b lack ;
I f  th e  Mast s p l i t  and th re a te n  wreck.

Then l e t  th e  greedy Merchant f e a r  
For h is  i l l  g o tte n  g a in ;

And pray  to  Gods th a t  w i l l  no t h e a r ,
V/hile th e  d eb a tin g  winds and b illo w s  b ear 

H is W ealth in to  th e  Main.
For me secu re  from Fortunes blows,
(Secure of what I  cannot lo s e , )
In  my sm all Pinnace I  can s a i l ,

Contemming a l l  th e  b lu s t r in g  ro a r ;
And runn ing  w ith  a m erry g a le .

With f r ie n d ly  S ta rs  my s a fe ty  seek 
W ithin some l i t t l e  vdnding Creek;

And see th e  storm  a sh o re .

(65-104)

In h is  v e rs io n  of p a r t  o f L u c re t iu s ’ T h ird  Book which he c a l l s  

A gainst th e  Fear o f Death Dryden has s im i la r ly  subsumed h is  own fe e lin g s  

and o b se rv a tio n s  about th e  ’heady s t r i f e ’ o f am bition  a t  c o u rt in to  a  

pow erfu l re n d e rin g  of L u c re t iu s ’ argument t h a t  f e a r  of d e a th , as much as 

r e s t l e s s  s t r iv in g ,  i s  u l t im a te ly  v a in , because based on a f a i l u r e  to  

re co g n ise  o r come to  term s w ith  ’N a tu re ’ s Laws’ , th e  c o n d itio n s  by which 

we a l l ,  w hether we l ik e  i t  o r n o t ,  l i v e .  Dryden has ag a in  rendered

L u c re t iu s ’ example in  a way th a t  makes c le a r  he recogn ised  t h e i r  u rg en t
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contem porary im p o rt, bu t on ly  as one p a r t i c u l a r  exanç)le of a  g e n e ra l law-

governing th e  V an ity  of Human W ishes;^

But h e ’s th e  T i ty u s , who by Love o p p re s t.
Or T yran t P assion  p rey in g  on h is  b r e a s t .
And ev er anxious th o u g h ts , i s  ro b b ’d o f r e s t .
The S isyphus i s  he , whom n o ise  and s t r i f e  
Seduce from a l l  th e  s o f t  r e t r e a t s  of l i f e .
To vex th e  Government, d is tu r b  th e  Laws;
Drunk w ith  th e  Fumes o f p o p u la r ap p lause .
He c o u rts  th e  g iddy crowd to  malce him g re a t .
And sw eats and t o i l s  in  v a in , t o  mount th e  so-vreign S e a t. 
For s t i l l  to  aim a t pow’ r ,  and s t i l l  to  f a i l .
Ever to  s t r i v e  and never to  p r e v a i l .
What i s  i t ,  bu t in  reaso n s t r u e  account
To heave th e  Stone a g a in s t  th e  r i s in g  Mount;
b liich  u rg ’d , and la b o u r ’d , and f o r c ’d up w ith  p a in .
R eco ils  and row l impetuous down, and smoaks a long  th e  p la in .

(197-211)

Dryden had shoivn h is  f e e l in g s  about th e  Duke o f Buckingham’ s am bition  
y ears  b e fo re  he p o rtray ed  him as ’ Z im ri’ , in  a l e t t e r  to  R ochester 
(Ward, L e t t e r s , p p .7 -1 1 ) . In h is  a d a p ta tio n  o f U ly sses’ famous 
speech in  T ro ilu s  and G ress id a , I . i i i . ,  Dryden ren d e rs  Shakespeare’ s 
l in e s

And a p p e t i te ,  an u n iv e r s a l  w olf
(So doubly seconded w ith  w i l l  and pow er),
Must make p e rfo rc e  an u n iv e rs a l  p rey  
And l a s t  e a t  up h im s e l f . . .  (121-4)

th u s
For w ild  am b ition , l i k e  a  ravenous w o lf.
Spurred on by w i l l  and seconded by power.
Must malce an u n iv e r s a l  p rey  of a l l .
And l a s t  devour i t s e l f .

The passage quoted above from L u c re tiu s  i s ,  o f co u rse , th e  one 
s p e c i f i c a l ly  a llu d ed  to  in  th e  Aureng-Zebe D ed ica tio n .
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The v ig o u r w ith  which Dryden has en te red  in to  t h i s  p assag e , enacted  on

a lo c a l  le v e l  in  th e  mimetic power o f th e  v e rs e , i s  co n v en ien tly  h ig h lig h te d

by comparing i t  w ith  th e  e q u iv a len t passage in  a r e p re s e n ta t iv e  modem

t r a n s l a t i o n  :

But T ity o s  i s  h e re  w ith  u s; he i s  th e  lo v e r  
Whose h e a r t  i s  e a ten  a l iv e ,  t h a t  i s  anguish  enough;
Or a man cu t up by any o th e r  d e s i r e .

S isyphus to o  i s  b e fo re  us in  t h i s  l i f e .
He i s  th e  man who i s  alv/ays ask in g  th e  people
For th e  rods and axes and always w ithdraw ing d e fe a te d .
For seek ing  power i s  an empty re q u e s t;
I t  i s  never g iven ; to  spend a l l  your e f f o r t  on th a t
I s  ju s t  l i k e  pushing a heavy s tone  u p h i l l
And down i t  comes as soon as i t  g e ts  to  th e  to p ;
I t  f in d s  i t s  way back to  th e  l e v e l  as soon as i t  can .^

As in  th e  Horace poems,Dryden»s mind has ranged, in  re n d e rin g  t h i s  ep isode 

in  L u c re tiu s , t o  o th e r  passages in  h is  read in g  where th e  m a tte rs  being 

d e a l t  w ith  by L u c re tiu s  have a ls o  been t e l l i n g l y  hand led , th u s  re v e a lin g  

h i s  sense  of th e  u n iv e rs a l  im p lic a tio n s  o f L ucre tius*  argum ents. In  h is  

ren d e rin g  of N ature*s argum ents he has reco u rse  in  h is  v e rs io n  to  some o f 

h is  f a v o u r i te  passages in  S hakespeare, Homer, V irg i l  and M ontaigne*s essay  

That to  Study Ph ilosophy i s  to  Learn How to  Die f o r  touches which re in fo rc e  

h is  ren d e rin g  o f L u cre tiu s*  d ra m a tis a tio n  o f h is  them e. Thus th e  touch ing  

p o r t r a y a l  of th e  man b e re f t  of w ife  and c h ild re n  in c o rp o ra te s  touches of 

Macduff h earin g  th e  news of h is  ch ild ren s*  d e s tr u c t io n ,  as w e ll as th e  

H ector and Andromache episode in  th e  S ix th  Book o f th e  I l l i a d , and in  h is  

p o r tr a y a l  o f what he c a l l s  *Th*avenging h o rro u r  o f a Conscious Mind* (231) 

Dryden seems to  have in  mind a t  s e v e ra l  p o in ts  th e  h e l l -o n -e a r th  o f Macbeth

1 . CH.Sisson, Lucr e t iu s  De Rerum N atura  -  The Poem on N ature : a 
T ra n s la tio n  (M anchester, 1976), p . 101.
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h im se lf , p a r t i c u la r ly  in  th e  scene where Banque*s ghost appears a t  th e  

banquet. Towards th e  beg inn ing  of th e  p ie c e , Dryden \\rrites  :

Yet th u s  th e  f o o ls ,  th a t  would be though t th e  W its ,
D is tu rb  t h e i r  m irth  w ith  m elancholy f i t s ,
VJhen h e a lth s  go round, and k in d ly  brimmers flow .
T i l l  th e  f r e s h  G arlands on t h e i r  fo reheads glow.
They whine, and c ry , l e t  us make h a s te  to  l i v e .
S hort are  th e  joys t h a t  humane L ife  can g iv e .

(97-102)

And n e a r th e  end :

Thus every man o*re works h is  weary w i l l .
To shun h im se lf , and to  shake o f f  h is  i l l ;
The shaking F i t  r e tu rn s  and hangs upon him s t i l l .
No p ro sp ec t of rep o se , no r hope of ease ;
The Wretch i s  ig n o ra n t o f h is  d is e a s e ;

(288-292)

We remember Lady Macbeth :

You have d is p la c ’d th e  m ir th , broke th e  good m eeting.
With most adm ir’d d is o rd e r .

( I I I . i v . 109-110)

And Macbeth h im se lf (h e a rin g  o f F lean ce ’ s escape) :

Then comes ray f i t  ag a in . ( I l l . i v . 2 0 )

and e a r l i e r  :

My th o u g h t, whose murder y e t i s  bu t f a n t a s t i c a l ,
Shalces so my s in g le  s t a t e  of m an.. .

( I . i i i . 139-40)

( l a t e r  he r e f e r s  to  :

. .  .th e se  t e r r i b l e  drearas/That shake us n i g h t l y . . .

( I I I . i i i . 18-19) )1

These touches a re  not of a  k ind  t h a t  could  be s t r i c t l y  c a l le d  'a l l u s i o n s ' . ^

1 . J_see T.A.Mason, Dryden’ s C haucer, C hapter T hree.

2. T h e ir p resence i s  made more p la u s ib le  s t i l l  by th e  p a lp ab le  echo of 
th e  same scene in  Macbeth in  The F i r s t  Book of Homer’ s I l i a s , 11.774-779
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I t  i s  more th a t  Dryden’ s im agination  has been f i l l e d  and coloured  by a l l  

h is  most p ress in g  read ing and exp erien ce  in  th e  areas w ith  which L u cre tiu s’ 

poem i s  d e a lin g .

I f  he has responded to  L u cre tiu s’ p o r tra y a l o f th e  agony o f th e  

human mind haunted by ’ e te r n a l t r o u b le s ’ , as w e l l  as th e  v a n ity  o f a human 

am bition th a t c r e a te s  a h e ll -o n -e a r th  fo r  i t s e l f ,  he has f le sh e d  out w ith  

equal warmbh th o se  p assages in  which L u cretiu s (and Nature as h is  spokes

woman) exh orts us to  adopt an a t t itu d e  which (because i t  rec o g n ise s  

’N atu res’ s Lav/s’ ) a llow s us to  en joy  l i f e  to  th e  f u l l ,  d e s p ite  i t s  

in-perhianence :

And l a s t ,  suppose Great N atures V oice shou’d c a l l  
To th e e , or me, or any o f us a l l .
What d ost thou mean, u n g ra tefu l w retch , thou v a in .
Thou m ortal th in g ,  th u s id ly  to  com plain.
And s ig h  and sob , th a t  thou  s h a lt  be no more?
For i f  th y  l i f e  were p lea sa n t h e r e to fo r e .
I f  a l l  th e  bounteous b le s s in g s  I  cou ’d g iv e  
Thou h a st en jo y ’d , i f  thou h ast known to  l i v e .
And p lea su re  not le a k ’d th r o ’ th e e  lilc e  a S e iv e ,
Why d ost thou not g iv e  thanks as a t  a p len teou s f e a s t  
Gram’d to  th e  th ro a t w ith  l i f e ,  and r i s e  and tak e th y  r e s t?
But i f  my b le s s in g s  thou  h ast thrown away.
I f  in d ig e s te d  joys p a s s ’d th r o ’ and wou’d not s ta y ,
Why d ost thou w ish fo r  more to  squander s t i l l ?

(121-134)

The d ig n ity  and c o n v ic tio n  w ith  which Dryden has rendered th e s e  l in e s  can 

again  be brought out co n v en ien tly  by ju x tap osin g  them w ith  th e  modem 

v e r s io n  :

I f  nature found a v o ic e  and began t o  s c o ld
This i s  th e  so r t  o f th in g  she might say  to  any o f us:
’V/hat i s  a l l  t h i s  fu s s  about because you are m ortal?
Have you got to  b u rst in to  te a r s ?  What i s  wrong i\rith death?
I f  th e  l i f e  you have had so fa r  has been q u ite  p lea sa n t  
And every th in g  has not gone doivn th e  d ra in  w ith  a rush .
Why not depart l ik e  a gu est who has had enough?
And, you f o o l ,  tak e your sim ple r e s t  w ith  a q u ie t mind?
But i f  a l l  th e  p lea su res  o f l i f e  have turned to  noth ing
And l i f e  i s  o f f e n s iv e ,  why do you want t o  add t o  i t
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Days which w i l l  end as bad ly  ajs th o se  you have had?^

Here Dryden’s rew orking of L u c re tiu s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in d eb ted  to

M ontaigne’s ’running commentary’ on th e  same passage :

I f  you have made your p r o f i t  of L ife , you have had 
enough o f i t ,  go your way s a t i s f i e d .

Cur non ut plenus v ita e  conviva reced is . Lucret.1.3»
Why sho u ld ’s t  th o u  no t go l i k e  a f u l l  g o rg ’d G uest,
Sated w ith  L ife , as he i s  w ith  a  F east?

I f  you have no t known how to  make th e  b e s t  u se  o f i t ,  
and i f  i t  was u n p ro f i ta b le  to  you, what need you care  
to  lo s e  i t ,  to  what end would you d e s ir e  lo n g e r to  
keep i t ?

------------ cur amplius addere quaeris (omne?
Rursum quod pereat male & ingratum occid at. Ib id .

L ife  in  i t s e l f  i s  n e i th e r  good n o r e v i l ,  i t  i s  th e  Scene 
of good o r e v i l ,  as you make i t ; 2

(1 .19)

L ife , th e  combined v o ices of L u c re tiu s  and M ontaigne a re  a s s e r t in g ,

i s  to  be l iv e d  to  th e  f u l l ,  and re l is h e d  in  i t s  every  d e t a i l ,  but death

i s  no t because o f th e  goodness o f l i f e  to  be fe a re d , because i t  i s  something

to  which a l l  m a tte r  i s  s u b je c t ,  and th e r e f o r e ,  viewed from  th a t  p e rs p e c tiv e ,

cannot reasonab ly  be th e  o b je c t o f f e a r .  The p ro cess  o f L ife  as a  whole i s

more g lo r io u s  th an  any in d iv id u a l  l i f e .  As Montaigne w r ite s  :

Your Death i s  a p a r t  o f th e  O rder of th e  U niverse, ’t i s  
a p a r t  o f th e  L ife  of th e  World.

. .  . i n t e r  se  mort a le s  mutua v iv u n t .
Et quasi cursores v i ta l  lampada tradunt. Lucret. 1 .2 .

M ortals amongst them selves by tu r n s  to  l i v e .
And L i f e ’s b r ig h t  Torch to  th e  n ex t Runner g iv e .
’T is  th e  C ondition o f your C re a tio n ; Death i s  a  p a r t  of 

you, and w h ils t  you endeavour to  evade i t ,  you avoid  your 
s e lv e s . T his ve ry  Being o f yours t h a t  you now en joy  i s  
eq u a lly  d iv id ed  be tw ix t L ife  and D eath. The day o f your 
B ir th  i s  one days advance tow ards th e  Grave.

. . .  >Jho can complain o f be ing  comprehended in  th e  
same D estiny  w herein a l l  th in g s  a re  invo lved?

(1 .19)

1 . S is so n , pp. 99-100.

2. Dryden, i t  w i l l  be n o tic e d , p ick s  up th e  word ’g o rg ’d ’ in  I . I 6 0 .
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The s e n s ib le  man, according to  L u cre tiu s , th u s d evotes h im se lf  to

. . .  search more d eep ly  fo r  th e  cause;
And study Nature w e l l ,  and N atures Laws:
For in  t h i s  moment l i e s  not the debate;
But on our f u t u r e , f i x ’d . E tern a l S ta te ;
That never changing s t a t e  which a l l  must keep 
Whom Death has doom’d t o  e v e r la s t in g  s le e p .

(295-30C)

Only in  t h i s  way can th e  h e c t ic  a c t iv i t y  o f  l i f e  be seen  in  i t s  tr u e

p erp ec tiv e  :

’T is  p le a sa n t , s a f e ly  to  behold from shore  
The row ling Ship; and hear th e  Tempest roar:
Not th a t anothers pain  i s  our d e lig h t ;
But p a ins u n fe lt  produce th e  p le a s in g  s i g h t .
’T is  p lea sa n t a ls o  to  behold from fa r  
The moving Legions m ingled in  th e  War:
But much more sw eet th y  la b ’r in g  s te p s  to  gu id e .
To V ertues h e ig h ts ,  w ith  wisdom w e ll  su pp ly ’d.
And a l l  th e  Magazins ' o f Learning f o r t i f i ’d:
From th en ce to  look  below on humane k in d .
B ew ilder’d in  th e  Maze o f L ife ,  and b lin d :
To see  va in  fo o ls  a m b itio u sly  contend
For Wit and Pow’r; t h e ir  l o s t  endeavours bend
T’ o u tsh in e  each o th er , w aste t h e ir  tim e and h e a lth .
In search o f honour, and p u rsu it o f  w ea lth .

(1-15)

The v e r s io n s  from L u cretiu s and Horace in  Sylvae c o n s t itu te  pow erful 

evidence th a t variou s developm ents had by th a t  date taken p la ce  in  Dryden’ s 

mind v ü c h  allow ed him to  respond w ith  a warm p erson a l engagement to  th e  

’p h ilo s o p h ic a l’ p oetry  he found in  both th e s e  w r ite r s ,  p oetry  which has 

in  common both an in te n se  in t e r e s t  in  ’N ature’s Laws’ , a q u estin g  and 

m arvellin g  in q u is it iv e n e s s  about th e  c o n d itio n s  o f  a l l  L ife  on t h i s  p la n e t ,  

and an a b i l i t y  to  shrug o f f  th e  p a ins o f e x is te n c e  or to  look  down as i f  

from a l o f t y  h e ig h t on human e x is te n c e  and se e  i t  in  a p e r sp e c t iv e  which  

shows i t s  v a n it ie s  and am bitions in  t h e ir  tru e  (because com prehensive) 

l i g h t .  I  s h a l l  go on to  argue in  th e  ensu ing chapters th a t th e  very  kind
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o f ’t r a n q u i l l i t y  w ithou t in d if f e r e n c e ’ ( in  Johnson’ s p h rase) bo th

commended and embodied in  th e se  poems was one o f th e  c r u c ia l  f a c to r s  which

pu t Dryden in  a p a r t i c u la r ly  fav o u rab le  p o s i t io n  to  t r a n s l a t e  Ovid’s

M etamorphoses, s in c e  in  th a t  poem Ovid seems^ l i k e  h is  own Pythagoras (and

not u n lik e  L u c r e t iu s ) , to  have d e lig h te d

To look from upper l i g h t ,  and th en ce  survey 
M sta k e n  m o rta ls  wand’r in g  from th e  way.
And, w anting wisdom, f e a r f u l  f o r  th e  s t a t e  
Of fu tu re  th in g s , and trem b lin g  a t  t h e i r  f a t e .

(217-220)
but a lso  had, l i k e  h is  Numa

. . .h is  s tu d y  ben t 
To c u l t iv a te  h is  mind; to  le a rn  th e  laws 
Of N a tu re , and exp lo re  t h e i r  h idden  cau se .

(7-9)
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CHAPTER FOUR

’VARIOUS FORfjS’

Aspects of Dryden’s versions from Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses in  Examen Poeticum (1693)
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( i )  Introductory

( i i )  Plans for  a complete English ’Metamorphoses’ in  1692?

( i i i )  ’Wond’rous P r in cip les’ ; Dryden and the ’miraculous’ nature 
of the ’Metamorphoses’

(iv )  ’Fancy’ in ’The F irst Book’

(v) Ovid’s gods

(v i)  The ’inhumane human’ and the bizarre e f fe c ts  of love
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( i )  In tro d u c to ry

The main suggestion of the la s t  chapter was that Dryden’s involvement 

in  Tonson’s ’tran slatin g  m ilieu ’ , and h is  contact with the w ritings of 

Horace, Lucretius and Montaigne, combined f e l ic ito u s ly  in  the early  1680’s 

onwards with certain  reservations viiich he had been entertaining fo r  some 

time about the course of h is  ea r lie r  career. From 1685 onwards, I  suggested, 

Dryden began to  exercise in  h is  verse with increasing success th at ’ conq)re- 

hensive specu lation’ and to  d isp lay that knowledge of ’man in  h is  general 

nature’ which Johnson, in  h is  survey of Dryden’s ta le n ts  in  the Tifp. of 

Pope, was la te r  to  see as d is t in c t iv e  ch a ra cter istics  of h is  p o etic a l  

p erson ality . In th is  chapter I sh a ll attempt to  suggest some o f the  

ways in  vriiich an in terest  in  Ovid’s Metamorphoses might have formed part 

of Dryden’s continued d esire , in  the early  1690’s , to  ’study Nature w e ll,  

and Nature’s Laws’ .

Dryden was c le a r ly  p leased  w ith  th e  v e rs io n s  from  th e  Metamorphoses

which he in c luded  in  h is  t h i r d  m isce llan y  Examen Poeticum  (l693) • He

refers  to  them in  the Dedication to  that volume as ’the best of a l l  my

Endeavours in  t h i s  k in d ’ , and rem arks f u r t h e r ,

Perhaps t h i s  P oe t, i s  more e a s ie  to  be T ra n s la te d , 
th a n  some o th e rs ,  whom I  have l a t e l y  a ttem pted ;
Perhaps to o , he was more acco rd ing  to  ray G enius.

(K insley, I I ,  795)

There a re  f a i r l y  obvious ways in  which th e  ta s k  o f t r a n s la t in g  Ovid must 

have come as som ething o f a r e l i e f  a f t e r  th e  r ig o u rs  o f Ju v en a l and 

P e rs iu s . I t  seems c e r ta in ,  anyway ( f o r  reaso n s th a t  w i l l  be p re se n te d  

s h o r t ly )  t h a t  he made in  1692 th e  spontaneous and independent d e c is io n  to  

embark on a t r a n s la t io n  o f a t e x t  w hich, as we have seen , he had known
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in tim ately  from boyhood.

I t  might seem at f i r s t  sight a strange fa c t that at a period o f h is  

l i f e  when Dryden was being increasingly  drawn to  poetry which involved  

serious philosophical meditation on the human condition, he should have 

turned to  the Metamorphoses, a poem which has often  (p articu lar ly  in  the  

la s t  hundred years) been denied ’seriousness* of any kind, and about whose 

author Dryden him self had (as we have seen) already expressed serious  

reservations.^

However we have also seen that i t  has been a marfced ch a ra cter istic  

of Ovid’s a f t e r - l i f e  that h is work seems always to have been se c re tly  

admired and relish ed , even by those who claimed to  deplore and desp ise i t .  

I f  Johnson was right in  claiming that ’nothing can p lease many, and p lease  

long, but ju st representations of general nature’ , then, since there have 

been few books in  Western litera tu re  vAiich have pleased more or longer  

than the Metamorphoses, we must surely conclude that the poem has been 

found by countless readers to  be, in  some sense, a p leasing and tru th fu l 

f ic t io n a l  representation of certain r e a l i t ie s  about the world we a l l  l iv e  

in .

So, in  seeking to  define the appeal of Ovid for Dryden in  h is  la te r  

years, and the senses in  which he found h is  work to  be a ’ ju st represent

ation of general nature’ , we must c lea r ly  pay as much atten tion  to  the 

ta le  as to  the t e l le r .  Dryden’s d iscoveries about Ovid in  h is  ’hot f i t s ’

1.' For Dryden’s la te r  remarks, see below, passim. For modern view s, see, 
for example, T.E.Wright’s summary in  Chapter XI (pp.387-415) o f  
F i f ty  Years (and Twelve) of C lassica l Scholarship (Oxford, 1968).
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of verse composition, that i s ,  may be a fu l le r  and more r e lia b le  guide 

to  the nature of h is  in ter e st  in  the Latin poet than anything he said  in  

h is  c r i t ic a l  prose. But before turning to  the poems them selves, i t  w i l l  

be necessary to  consider the evidence which reveals the extent of Dryden’s 

designs on Ovid in  the early  1690’ s .
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( i i )  P lans fo r  a com plete E n g lish  ’M etamorphoses’ in  1692?

Though the evidence i s  slender, i t  seems probable t h a t  f i r s t  Dryden, and

th en  Dryden and Tonson to g e th e r ,  had l a r g e r  d e sig n s  on th e  Metamorphoses in

the early 1690’s than has, to  ny knowledge, been hitherto suggested.

Indeed i t  seems l ik e ly  that the enthusiasm for Ovid registered  by Dryden

both in  the Examen Poeticum Dedication and in  a le t t e r  to  Tonson of 3rd

October 1692 resu lted , in  the early 1690’s ,  in  a Dryden/Tonson plan for

a complete English tra n sla tio n  of Ovid’ s poem.^

The ch ief piece of evidence for th is  suggestion is  found in  an entry

in  The Gentleman’s Journal for  November 1692 which must be quoted in  f u l l .

As there i s  a great d ifferen ce between Flowers, so there  
i s  between Fables, and among the choicest of which Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses deservedly challenge the f ir s t  Rank. The 
Translation which Mr. Sandys made of that Poem, met with
much Approbation; yet the too s tr ic t  confinement to  which
he voluntary <s ic  > submitted, may perhaps be said  to  have 
made him darker and le s s  shining in  some p laces, than some
could have w ish’d him to  be. He wrote in  an Age when Men
were not so n ice as they are grown; and, th o’ none can
deny him a great deal of Praise for h is  Success in  so
high and laborious a Task, yet they must a lso  grant, 
that the language and way of w riting being much improv’d, 
h is Translation cannot please our Age so much as i t  may 
have p lea s’d h is .  Ovid’s E p is tle s , h is  E leg ies , and some 
other of h is  Works, have been thought worthy to  be translated  
afresh some years ago, by the most eminent Writers of the  
Age; So now h is  Metamorphoses are to  be put once more in to  
English Verse, and there are so many able hands engaged in  
that Undertaking, that i t  i s  not to  be doubted but that i t  
w il l  meet with a Success answerable to  the expectation of  
the Ingenious. I am only sorry that the greatness of the  
Work w il l  require a longer time to  be completed, than 
th e ir  Impatience for a Book so u n iversa lly  d e s ir ’d would 
allow.

(p-3)

1. Dryden’ s le t t e r  i s  preserved in  part (see below) as a quotation in
one of Tonson’s le t te r s  to  Dryden, No.23 in  Professor Ward’s c o lle c tio n .
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The C alifornia ed ito rs, who refer to  th is  paragraph without quoting i t  in  

f u l l ,  inp ly  that i t s  w riter i s  h a ilin g , before publication , Dryden’s 

contributions to  Examen Poeticum.^ But i f  th is  i s  the case, i t  i s  

d if f ic u lt  to  see why i t s  author s p e c if ic a lly  speaks of ’so many able 

hands’ engaged on what i s  c lea r ly  to  be a complete English version  of  

the Metamorphoses to  replace Sandys’ now outmoded one. Dryden’s versions 

from the Metamorphoses were the only ones to  be included in  the f i r s t  

ed ition  of Examen Poeticum in  1693 • And i t  i s  surely str ik in g  that the  

remarks in  the Gentleman’s Journal about the inadequacies of Sandys’

version so c lo se ly  p a ra lle l Dryden’s remarks on the same subject in  the
2

Examen Poeticum Dedication. This, and the fa ct of Dryden’s friendship  

with Peter Mott eux, the ed itor of the Gentleman’s Journal, might suggest 

that Mott eux was g iv ing, as early  as November 1692, advance p u b lic ity  for  

a scheme for a complete English Metamorphoses which was already in  Dryden’s
3

head at th is  date. Such a suggestion would seem to  be supported by the 

sp e c if ic  complimentary references in  the a r t ic le  to  Ovid’s E p istles  and 

the tran sla tion s from the Amores in  M iscellany Poems (1684).

There are several smaller p ieces of evidence which seem a lso  to  

support the suggestion. Chief among them i s  the famous le t t e r  (No. 23 in  

Professor Ward’s co llec tio n ) concerning the business arrangements for  

Examen Poeticum.^ Tonson i s  accusing Dryden in  th is  le t t e r  of giving him

1. C alifornia, IV, 696.
2. K insley, I I ,  796.
3 . On Dryden’ s friendship with Mott eux, see h is  poem, ’To my Friend, the 

AUTHOR PETER MOTTEUX ’ (K insley, I I I ,  1434-6 , 2069) and R.N.Cunningham 
Peter Anthony Mott eux, 1663-171# : a Biographical Study (Oxford, 1933), 
passim.

4 . Professor Ward dates Tonson’s le t t e r ,  conjectural il y , to  November 1692. 
Malone had suggested January or February 1693.
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short measure for the volume and exhorting Dryden to  supply more. His 

remarks make i t  clear that the in clu sion  of Ovid in  the proposed m iscellany  

was d e f in ite ly  Dryden’s idea in the f ir s t  instance:

You may p lease to remember that upon 
my f ir s t  proposal about y@ 3^ M issellany, I 
offerd f i f t y  pounds & talkd of several 
Authours without naming Ovid; You ask’d 
i f  i t  shou’d not be guynneas, & said  I  
shoud not repent i t ;  upon w^h % im ediately  
complyd, & l e f t  i t  vrtioly to  you what, & 
for y® quantity too:

(Ward, L etters , p .50)

Shortly a fter  t h is ,  Tonson quotes back at Dryden some sentences from h is  

own le t t e r  of 3rd October 1692 :

"I am tran sla tin g  about s ix  hundred l in e s ,  
or somewhat l e s s ,  of y® f i r s t  book of the 
Metamorphoses. I f  I cannot get my p rice, 
w®h sh a ll be twenty guynneas, I w il l  
tra n sla te  the whole book; w®̂  coming out 
before the whole tran sla tion  w i l l  spoyl 
Tate’s undertakings. ’Tis one of the best 
I have ever made, and very p leasant. This, 
w^h Heroe & Leander, & the p iece of Homer,
(or, i f  i t  be not enough, I w i l l  add more) 
w ill  make a good part of a M issellan y .”
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This passage presents the sch olar w ith sev era l problems.^ In 

p a r ticu la r , as fa r  as I  know, no-one has explained Dryden’ s referen ce to  

’the whole tr a n s la t io n ’ . The o v e r a ll sense o f th e  paragraph su rely  

requires us to  conclude th at by the phrase Dryden i s  re ferr in g  not to  ’th e  

whole tr a n s la t io n ’ o f The F irs t Book, but to  a projected  v ersion  o f the

1. By ’ about s ix  hundred l in e s ,  or somewhat le s s ,  of y® f ir s t  book’
Dryden presumably means the f ir s t  567 l in e s  of the Latin te x t  ( i . e .  
down to  the end of the Apollo and Daphne s to r y ). This t a l l i e s  with 
Tonson’s remark that Dryden had offered Motteux (in  h is  capacity as 
p u b lish er)’y® end of y® Story of Daphnis’ [= Dapluie]. ’The p iece of 
Homer’ i s  presumably ’THE Last parting of Hector and Andromache.
FROM THE SIXTH BOOK OF Homer’ s I l i a d s ’ , p r in te d  in  Examen Poeticum . 
P ro fe sso r Ward rem arks in  h is  commentary ( p .162), ’Hero and Leander 
w e ie le f t  o u t’ (S c o tt had inç)lied  t h a t  th i s  Hero and Leander was a  
p ro je c te d  Dryden t r a n s la t io n  which was nev er published.yi However, 
th e re  was p u b lish ed  ’f o r  J .T .’ in  1692 a  volume e n t i t l e d  OVID’S /
ART OF LOVE. /  WITH/ Hero and Leander /  OF /  MUSAEUS./ From the Greek. /  
Translated by several Hands. /  jTouotation] /  London, . .  for  J .T ., 1692. 
This volume i s ,  in  fa c t ,  a re -issu e  (with a new t it le -p a g e )  of TWO/ 
ESSAYS. /  THE FORMER/OVID. De Arte Amandi,/OR,/The Art of L ove./ THE 
FIRST BOOK ./THE LATER/Hero and Leander/OF/MUSAEUS. /  ^om the GREEK. /
By a W ell-w isher t o  th e  M athem aticks. /  /"quo ta tion ] /  London, . . .
T. James for  Richard N orthcott. .  .1682. The authorship of t h is  volume 
i s  a ttributed , in  the B ritish  Library Catalogue, the D.N.B. and 
elsewhere, to  Thomas Hoy (1659-1718). The tran sla tion  o f Ovid’s 
Art of Love was used by Dryden when making h is  own tran sla tion  of 
that poem. I t  i s  presumably p ossib le  t ia t  Dryden had o r ig in a lly  
proposed the reprinting of Hoy’s Hero and Leander in  Examen Poeticum, 
but that plans were la te r  changed and Tonson decided, in stead , to  
re-issu e  the 1682 volume en tire  with h is  own t it le -p a g e  (This i s  
assuming, of course, that ’J .T .’ i s  Tonson. I  can find  no other 
l ik e ly  publisher with these i n i t i a l s ,  but i t  i s ,  I  suppose, possib le  
that another publisher was try ing to  pass o ff  the volume as Tonson’s ) .
I t  should be noted th a t, in  h is  l i s t  of ’ Publications of the Tonson 
House’ which forms Appendix II  in  h is  Jacob Tonson, Publisher ; His 
L ife ^ d  Work (1656-1736) (Auckland, N .Z., 19^8), G.F.Papali l i s t s  
the 1692 ’J .T .’ r e is s u e a s  one of Tonson’s p ub lications, but confuses 
i t  in  h is  cross-references with Dryden’s version.
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whole Metamorphoses, the version , I would suggest, which was announced by

Motteux in  the Gentleman’s Journal only a month a fter  th is  le t t e r  was

w ritten . Dryden’s hope i s ,  I take i t ,  that by including h is  version of

The F irst Book in  Tonson’s forthcoming m iscellany he w i l l  give the public

a ta s te  of what they can expect from the complete version , thereby

stea lin g  the market from ’Tate’s undertakings’ . ^By ’Tate’s undertakings’

I assume, with Professor Ward, th at Dryden means the conposite version

of the Metamorphoses edited by Tate, of which the f ir s t  -  and only -

volume appeared in  1697, but which was presumably being planned at t h is  
1ea r lier  date.

Later in  th is  same le t t e r  Tonson asks Dryden to  consider submitting

some more verse to  make up what would seem to  be a f a ir  quantity o f lin e s

for the m iscellany :

V/hen you have looked over y® rest of what 
you have already tran sla ted , I  d esire you would
send i t ;  & I  own yt i f  you dont think f i t  to  ad
something more, I must submit :

1. Ovid’s Metamorphosis. Translated by Several Hands. VcJ. 1. Containing 
the f ir s t  Five Books. . . .  (London, 1697). The f i r s t  book in  th is  
version was translated by Dryden’s enemy, Milboume. Tate’s version  
of the opening of Met, v i i  appeared in  Tonson’s 1704 M iscellany, and 
in  the Garth Metamorphoses of 1717. This was p ossib ly  a fragment 
which would have been included in  the second volume of the Tate 
Metamorphosis, had i t  been published. Another possib le  ’le f t -o v e r ’ 
from Tate’s project i s  The Celebrated Speeches of A.1ax and U lysses. . .  
Essay’d in English Verse. By Mr. Tate, Poet Lauréat; and Aaron H i l l , 
Gent. (London, 1708). No copy of th is  very rare book i s  e a s ily  
availab le in  the U.K. I  am gratefu l to  the lib rarian  of the Henry 
E. Huntington Library, C aliforn ia , for sending me a xerox copy.



176.

Tonson says that he had 1446 lin e s  of Diyden’s verse in  h is  hands at the 

time of w riting the le t t e r .  Unfortunately we do not know exactly  which 

poems constituted th is  t o ta l ,  but i t  seems p lausib le  to  suggest that 

Tonson’s request to  Dryden to  look ’over y® rest of what you have already 

tran sla ted ’ rests  on h is knowledge that Dryden had, by the time th is  

le t t e r  was w ritten , translated  more of the Metamorphoses than he had 

submitted by th is  date fo r  inclusion  in  Examen Poeticum.^ I  would 

suggest, therefore, that Iphis and lanthe and A cis, Polyphemus and Galatea 

were two such episodes which Dryden had already tran sla ted , and which he 

made availab le to  Tonson in  response to  th is  request for more verse.

There are several other p ieces of evidence which I think confirm the 

suggestion that Tonson and Dryden were planning a complete Met amorphoses 

at th is  period. One p iece of ’in tern a l’ evidence i s  the in clu sion  of the 

beginning of the Phaeton story at the end of Dryden’s version o f The F irst  

Book -  surely a ’tr a n s it io n a l’ passage which would only have been included 

i f  i t  were to  be followed up by the main Phaeton story  which occurs in  

Book Two.^ Also, Tonson’s M iscellanies of 1694, 1704, and 1709, and the

1. I t  i s  possib le to  conjecture that the poems which Tonson had before 
him were as follow s :

The F irst Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses 1096 lin e s
The Last Parting of Hector and Andromache 195 l in e s
Song to  a Fair, Young Lady ' 24 l in e s
Prologue to  the U niversity of Oxford, 1681 30 lin e s
P ro lo g s  ( ’G allants, a bashful Poet . . . ’ ) 38 lin e s
Veni Creator Sp iritus 39 lin e s
Rondelay 24 lin e s

1446 l in e s
I f  th is  were the case, then Dryden added, in  response to  Tonson’s 
request for more verse, Iphis and lan th e, Acis Polyphemus and Galatea, 
the two epitaphs, and the f iv e  poems which had already been published 
elsewhere. See Macdonald, Bibliography, pp.72-4.

2. As i t  was in  the 1717 Garth Metamorphoses, by Addison’s p articu lar ly  
f in e  version, f i r s t  printed separately in  Tonson’s P oetica l M iscellanies  
The F ifth  Part. . .  (1704).
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second e d i t io n  o f Examen Poeticum (1706) c o n ta in  s e v e ra l  v e rs io n s  from  th e  

Metamorphoses by p o e ts  o f Dryden’s sc h o o l.^  Many of th e s e  were c o lle c te d  

in  th e  com posite Tonson Metamorphoses which was p u b lish ed  w ith  an i n t r o 

d u c tio n  by Dryden’s f r ie n d  S i r  Samuel G arth in  1717. We know from  one

1. They are as follow s :
in  The Annual M iscellany : being the Fourth Part of M iscellany  
Poems (1694)

( i )  'The Story of Salmacis, from th e  Fourth Book of Ovid's 
Metamorphoses’ , by Joseph Addison.

( i i )  ’The Passion of Byblis, From the Ninth Book o f Ovid’s 
Metamorphosis’ , by Stephen Harvey.

( i i i )  ’Jupiter and Europa : from the Fourth Book of Ovid’s 
Metamorphosis, by Stephen Harvey.

in  P oetica l M iscellanies : the F ifth  Part (1704)
( i )  ’The Story of Phaeton, beginning the Second Book of 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by Joseph Addison.
( i i )  ’Europa’8 Rape, translated  from Ovid’ , by Joseph Addison,

( i i i )  ’The Story of Medea and Jason beginning the Seventh Book 
of Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by Nahum Tate (See f n . l  p .175)

(iv ) ’The Story of Ants chang’d to  Men, from the 7th Book of 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by Mr. S tonestreet.

(v) ’Description of the Palace of S leep, from the Eleventh 
Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ .

(v i)  TThe Third Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by Joseph Addison.
in  P oetica l M iscellanies : the Sixth Part (1709)

( i )  ’The Story of Phaeton, translated  from the Conclusion of  
the F irst and the Beginning of the Second Book of Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses’ , by Joseph Trapp.

in  Examen Poeticum : being the Third Part of M iscellany Poems 
(2nd ed ition , 1706)

( i )  ’The Story of Phoebus and Daphne. From the f ir s t  Book 
of Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by Charles Hopkins.

( i i )  ’Part of the Story of Jupiter and Europa ; from the la t te r  
end of the second Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by 
Charles Hopkins.

( i i i )  ’The Story of Cinyras and ^/rrha; from the Tenth Book of 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ , by Charles Hopkins.
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of Addison’s le t te r s  that Tonson had approached him, probably in  1694, 

about tran sla tin g  Ovid.^ conjecture i s  that Tonson postponed the

plans to  concile a conç»osite Metamorphoses once Dryden had embarked on

the more prestig ious (but, to  him, le s s  p leasing) task of tran sla tin g
2

V ir g il. Garth’s 1717 volume includes a l l  the versions from the Meta

morphoses which Dryden had published in  h is  l ife t im e , plus the previously  

unpublished fragment Aesacus trans form’d in to  a Cormorant and a Preface 

by Garth with a measured encomium of Dryden contained in  i t .  I t  i s  

c lea r ly  intended to  be partly  a memorial volume to  Dryden. I  would suggest 

that th is  volume con stitu tes the eventual outcome of Dryden and Tonson’s 

plans of the early  1690’s , plans which were never rea lised  in  the p oet’ s 

l ife t im e , but which took th e ir  i n i t i a l  stimulus from Dryden’s return, in  

1692 , to  a poet vhom he found p articu lar ly  ’according to  [h isj Genius’ .

1. See Joseph Addison, L etters, ed. W.Graham (Oxford, 1941), p .3»

2. See Addison, L etters, ed. Graham, p .2. This le t t e r  shows that the  
Tonson Art of Love was s im ilar ly  postponed. Dryden’s qualms about the  
V irg il are revealed at several places in  the Dedication and (most 
notably) in  Dryden’s Postcript to  the Reader (Kinsley, I I I ,  1424-1427).
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( i i i )  ’Wond’rous P r in c ip le s ’ ; Dryden and th e  ’m iracu lo u s’ n a tu re  of 
th e  ’M etamorphoses’

Dryden, th e n , in c lu d ed  th re e  t r a n s la t io n s  from th e  Metamorphoses in  

Examen Poeticum , a com plete re n d e rin g  o f The F i r s t  Book, and v e rs io n s  of 

th e  ep isodes o f Ip h is  and la n th e  from Book Nine and A c is , Polyphemus and 

G ala tea  from Book T h ir te e n . These passages in  them selves g ive  a  f a i r  

sense  o f th e  v a r ie ty  o f i n t e r e s t  t o  be found in  Ovid’ s poem and o f th e  

v a rio u s  k ind  o f m etam orphosis and tra n s fo rm a tio n  in c lu d ed  w ith in  i t s  scope.

Ovid’ s Book One beg ins w ith  an account o f th e  c re a tio n  o f th e  w orld  

out o f chaos, th e  c re a t io n  o f  man, th e  fo u r  ages -  g o ld , s i l v e r ,  bronze 

and iro n  -  th e  g i a n t s ’ w ar, and th e  assem bly o f  th e  gods which r e s u l t s  in  

Jove’ s d e s tru c t io n  of mankind by a  u n iv e rs a l  d e lu g e . L ife  on e a r th  i s  

th e n  re s to re d  by th e  agency o f D eucal io n  and P y rrha , th e  on ly  human couple 

w orthy enough to  be spared  th e  f lo o d . Book One concludes w ith  th e  f i r s t  

o f many ep isodes in  th e  poem re c o u n tin g  th e  am atory adven tu res o f th e  

Olympian gods -  A p o llo ’s p u rs u i t  o f Daphne, and J u p i t e r ’s a ttem p ted  

sed u c tio n  of lo ,  and subsequent tra n s fo rm a tio n  o f h e r  in to  a  h e i f e r .

The o th e r  two O vidian ep isodes s e le c te d  by Dryden a re  a ls o  lo v e  

s t o r i e s ,  t h i s  tim e in v o lv in g  human or semi-human c h a r a c te r s . Ip h is  i s  a 

g i r l  who has been brought up by h e r  m other T e le th u sa  as  a  boy, s in c e  

T e le th u sa ’ s husband lygdus has to ld  h e r  d u rin g  h e r  pregnancy th a t  any 

fem ale o f f sp r in g  o f t h e i r s  must be k i l l e d  a t  b i r t h .  Ip h is  f a l l s  in  love  

w ith  a  b e a u t i f u l  maiden la n th e , b u t co n sid e rs  h e r  love  h o p e less  u n t i l  th e  

gods m iracu lo u s ly  tra n s fo rm  h e r  in to  a boy, th u s  ren d e rin g  h e r  un ion  w ith  

la n th e  p o s s ib le .  In  th e  t h i r d  ep iso d e , G a la tea  i s  cou rted  by th e  re p u ls iv e  

Cyclops Polyphemus, but r e a l l y  lo v es  A c is . Polyphemus k i l l s  A cis in  a  f i t
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o f je a lo u s  ra g e , bu t th e  youth i s  transfo rm ed  in to  a  r i v e r  which p re se rv e s  

h is  name.

On th e  fa c e  o f i t ,  such s to r i e s  would seem to  have l i t t l e  to  o f f e r  t o  

someone of a  d e c id e d ly  r e l ig io u s  ten p eram en t. Ovid h im se lf  had c o n s ta n tly  

p ro fesse d  h is  d i s b e l i e f  in  th e  Olympian d e i t i e s  who peop le  h i s  s to r i e s  and 

d e c la re d  th a t  f o r  him th e y  were m erely convenient f i c t i o n s .^  E zra  Pound 

summed up th e  comments o f many re a d e rs  when he d e sc rib e d  O vid’s c h a ra c te r 

i s t i c  way o f d e p ic t in g  th e  Graeco-Roman gods:

The m arvellous th in g  i s  made p la u s ib le ,  th e  
gods a re  humanized, t h e i r  an n a ls  a re  w r i t t e n  
as i f  copied from a p a r is h  r e g i s t e r ;  t h e i r
he ro es  m ight have been acq uain tances o f th e
a u th o r ’s f a t h e r . 2

The O vidian gods a re  u n d ig n if ie d , lech e ro u s  and o f te n  f o o l i s h .

Ovid’ s account of c re a tio n  i s  a ls o ,  as has been dem onstra ted , 

in c o n s is te n t  and e c le c t i c ,  draw ing on th e  in co m p atib le  cosmogonies o f
3

s e v e ra l  d i f f e r e n t  Greek p h ilo so p h e rs . And th e  b rin g in g  to  being o f th e  

w orld which opens th e  Metamorphoses i s  c le a r ly  n o t th e  doing of th e  

anthropom orphic gods who peop le  th e  body of th e  poem.^

Yet d e s p ite  a l l  t h i s ,  and d e s p ite  Ovid’s g e n e ra l r e p u ta t io n  as a  sm art 

urban  s o p h is t i c a te  whom one would h a rd ly  expect to  f e e l  wonder a t  an y th in g , 

l e a s t  o f a l l  th e  phenomena of C rea tio n  and N atu re , many commentators have

1. See T r is t ia , I I ,  64; IV, 7 , 11-23; m . .  I l l ,  12, 21-42; ^ . ,  I ,
63?ff.

2. The S p ir it of Romance (rev. ed ., London, 1952), pp. 15-16. Compare, for  
example, A.G.Lee’s remarks in  h is  ed ition  of Met.I  (Cambridge, 1953),p .21.

3. See Lee’s ed itio n , p. 70 and L.P.Wilkinson, Ovid Recalled (Cambridge, 
1955), p .214.

4. See Brooks O tis, Ovid as an Epic Poet (2nd e d ., Cambridge, 1970), 
pp. 91-109.
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found p r e c is e ly  th a t  q u a l i ty  in  th e  poem.^ I t  has o f te n  been f e l t  t h a t  

although  th e  s to r ie s  of th e  Metamorphoses a re  p u t b e fo re  us as such p a lp ab le  

f i c t i o n s ,  and though th e  a u th o r’ s a t t i t u d e  to  h is  m a te r ia l  i s ,  in  one 

sen se , so obv iously  wry and con sc io u s , vha t a c tu a l ly  emerges from  h is  

c o l le c t io n  o f p la y fu l  t a l l  s to r i e s  i s  a  s p i r i t  o f genuine wonder a t  th e  

p ro cesses  of th e  world which h is  p o e try  allow s th e  re a d e r  to  s h a re .

C r i t i c s  have p a r t i c u la r ly  adm ired, in  t h i s  co n n ec tio n , O vid’ s power o f 

in v e s t in g  inan im ate  o b je c ts  o r a b s t r a c t io n s ,  d e l ig h t f u l ly ,  w ith  v iv id ly

p h y s ic a l c h a r a c te r i s t i c s ,  a p ro cess  which o f te n  depends a t  th e  v e rb a l
2

l e v e l  on a  p a r t i c u la r ly  s k i l f u l  use  o f puns. Readers have a ls o  observed 

t h a t  again  and again  tra n s fo rm a tio n s  in  th e  s to r i e s  which seem a t f i r s t  

e n t i r e ly  to  in h a b it  th e  realm  o f f a n ta s y , have a c e r ta in  s tra n g e  and

im ag in a tiv e  su g g es tiv en ess  when a p p lie d  to  f e a tu re s  of th e  w orld  

we a l l  in h a b i t .  As P ro fe sso r Fr& ikel observed a f t e r  h is  d e ta i le d  a n a ly s is  

o f th e  Daphne s to ry ,  ’th e re  i s  much in  Ovid’s metamorphosis fa b le s  which 

can e a s i ly  be d iv e s te d  of th e  m iracu lous elem ent and t r a n s la t e d  in to  some
3

everyday occurence’ . I t  was t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  O vidian q u a li ty ,  perhaps, the  

a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f h is  s to r ie s  to  so many s i tu a t io n s  and problem s in  

o rd in a ry  l i f e ,  which made th e  s to r i e s  so e s p e c ia l ly  s u s c e p tib le  in  

e a r l i e r  tim es to  a l l e g o r ic a l  and sym bolic in te r p r e ta t io n s .  Though th e se  

in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f te n  seem to  us to d ay  to  harden  th e  O vidian t a l e s ,  to

1 . See Lee’s e d i t io n ,  pp. 27, 24 ( th e  l a t t e r  c i t in g  James H enry), and
H .F ran k e l, Ovid (B erkeley  and Los A ngeles, 1956), p . 172.

2. On t h i s  s u b je c t ,  see p a r t i c u la r ly  H .F ran k e l, Ovid, pp. 77-78 , 209.

3 . H .F ràn k e l, Ovid, pp. 79-80.
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r e s tr ic t  their range of meaning and to  make them seem too  simple and two- 

dim ensional, they often  genuinely r e f le c t  (a lb e it  at the expense of other  

p o s s ib i l i t ie s )  s ig n ifica n ces  and im plications th at can be seen to  be there  

in  the o r ig in a l t a le s .

I t  could perhaps be said th at though Ovid (along, one supposes, w ith many 

sop h istica ted  Romans of h is  day) did not b e liev e  in  the gods of the conventional 

Graeco-Roman pantheon, and did not have any formal or system atic philosophy, 

the rea l ’gods’ of h is  ’perpetuum carmen’ were the forms of matter and creation  

i t s e l f ,  constantly  and wonderfully changing, evolving, overlapping in  the  

im agination, and reassembling . .

I t  i s  perhaps not surprising then, that Ovid has always had such a power

fu l  imaginative appeal for  poets and painters wanting to  depict the miraculous 

in terrelated ness o f the various parts of the created un iverse, even i f  th e ir  

conception of the nature of that in terrela ted n ess was quite d ifferen t from h is .  

I t  has often been noted, fo r  example, that Milton drew h eavily  on Ovid at those  

points in  Paradise Lost (p articu larly  Book VII) where he was try in g  hardest to  

evoke a sense of the v i t a l  and joyous l i f e  of God’s creation . I t  i s  a lso  for  

th is  reason, I th in k , th at Dryden can often employ in  h is  version  o f The F irst  

Book a grand and s ta te ly  d ic tio n , or the terminology of h is  own C hristian  

r e lig io n , without th is  seeming blasphemously incompatible with the Book’s 

more p layfu l moments. In th is  regard, i t  i s  in terestin g  to  con^are h is  

rendering of Ovid’ s opening with those of h is  predecessors, Golding and Sandys

In nova fe r t  animus mutatas d icere formas 
Corpora. T>i coeptis (nam vos mut a s t is  & i l l a s )
Adspirate meis. primaque ab orig ine mundi 
Ad mea perpetuum deducite tempora carmen.

(1-4)

1. Dryden made use of both the 1626 and 1632 editions of Sandys’ Ovid when 
composing h is own versions. For f u l l  evidence and documentation, see my 
a r t ic le , ’Dryden and the Two Editions of Sandys’ Ovid’ , Notes and Queries, 
n .s . ,  23 (1976), 552-554.



182.

Gk)lding rendered Ovid’s f i r s t  four l in e s  thus :

Of shapes transformde to  bodies straunge, I  purpose to  en trea te . 
Ye gods vouchsafe (fo r  you are th ey  ywrought t h i s  wondrous fe a te )  
To fu rther th is  mine en terp r ise . And from th e  world begunne, 
Graunt th a t my verse may to  my tim e, h is  course d ir e c t ly  runne.

Sandys’ 1632 version  reads

Of bodies chang’d to  other shapes I  s in g .
A s s is t ,  you Gods (from you th ese  changes spring)
And, from the Worlds f i r s t  fab rick  to  th ese  tim es  
Deduce my never-discontinued Rymes.

( p . l )

Dryden draws on Sandys’ v ersio n , but s ig n if ic a n t ly  re-shapes i t ,  echoing  

M ilton’ s vocabulary, and b o ld ly  in clu d in g  th e  s p e c if ic  a sse r tio n  th a t h is  

poem w i l l  present a s e r ie s  of ’Mirac les ’ The opening i s  d e lib e r a te ly  

w eighty , and could almost come from a work as ser iou s as De Rerum Natura.

We might a lso  note in c id e n ta lly  th a t Dryden has strengthened Ovid’s  p lea  

fo r  th e  gods’ a ssis ta n ce  in  h is  ’ long laborious Work’ , and seems to  have 

sh if te d  th e meaning o f the l in e s  s l ig h t ly :  he i s  not so much d ec larin g

( l ik e  Ovid) th a t th e  subject-m atter of th e poem would be continued up to  the

1. M ilton’s f ir s t  commentator, Patrick Hume (1695) noted many Ovidian sources 
and subsequent commentators have gone on to  estab lish  many more. The most 
extensive modem treatment of the subject i s  D.P.Harding’s in  Milton and 
the Renaissance Ovid, U niversity of I l l in o is  Studies in  Language and 
L iterature, No,4 (Urbana, 1946). The extent of Dryden’s debt to  M ilton, 
not only in  th is  tran sla tion , but in  h is  la te r  woric gen erally , has been 
underrated. The C alifornia ed itors (IV, 706) remark on ’ a number of 
s l i ^ t  M iltonic echoes’ in  The F irst Book, and Milton Freedman in ’Dryden’s 
Reported Reaction to  P a r^ ise  Lost’ , Notes and Queries, n . s . ,  5 (1958), 
14-16, remarks that by 1692, ’Dryden’s enthusiasm for Paradise Lost and 
fo r  Milton seems to  have cooled’ . In the account of creation in  Book I I I  
of Paradise L ost, Milton wrote :

The cumbrous Elements, Earth, Flood, A ire, F ire ,
And t h is  E thereal qu in tessence o f Heav’n
Flew upward, sp ir ited  with various forms. (714-716)

In Book V, Raphael t e l l s  Adam of
. . .  one f i r s t  matter a l l  

Indu’d with various forms various degrees 
Of substance, . . .  (472-4)

Dryden re-used the phrase in  h is  tr a n s la tio n  o f S ilen u s’ speech in  V ir g i l ’s  
Sixth  P a sto ra l, 1.55 :

The Earth and Ocean various Forms d is c lo se ;
’C o e le s tia l’ i s ,  of course, a lso  a word given a sp ec ia l charge o f meaning 
throughout Paradise Lost. I h Hr-. "Tokn Hnjcm otJt ^

HUtffvwc ieLcoo.
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events of contemporary tim es, but rather asking for h is  work to  be

granted p oetic  immortality ( ’perpetual Tenour’ ).^  The seriousness of

th is  opening i s  not, I would suggest, incompatible with the p layfulness

of what follow s -  the ’M iracles’ which follow  are shown (as we s h a ll

see) to  be genuine ones ( i f  ones of a very d ifferen t kind from those of

the Christian r e lig io n  or of Paradise Lost) ,  and consequently can be seen

to  ju s t ify  the tone of Dryden’ s opening, a tone idiich might otherwise

seem inappropriately, even blasphemously, portentous;

Of Bodies chang’d to  various Forms I sing:
Ye Gods, from vdiom these M iracles did spring.
Inspire my Numbers with C oelestia l heat;
T i l l  I ,  my long laborious Work compleat:
And add perpetual Tenour to  my Rhimes,
Deduc’d from Nature’ s B irth, to  Caesar’s Times.

(1- 6 )

Ovid’s account of the chaos before the creation of the world had been
o

one of the passages p articu larly  drawn on by Milton in  Paradise Lost.

Ante mare & t e l lu s ,  &, quod t e g it  omnia, caelum,
Unus erat to to  Naturae vultus in  orbe.
Quern dixere Chaos; rudis indigestaque moles;
Nec quicquam, n is i  pondus in ers; congestaque eodem 
Non bene junctarum discordia semina rerum.
Nullus adhuc mundo praebebat lumina Titan;
Nec nova crescendo reparabat cornua Phoebe;
Nec circumfuso pendebat in aëre t e l lu s  
Ponderibus lib ra ta  su is: nec brachia longo 
Margine terrarum porrexerat Amphitrite.
Quaque fu it  t e l lu s ,  i l l i c  & pontus & aër:
Sic erat in s ta b il is  t e l lu s ,  in n a b ilis  unda,
Lucis egens aër. n u llifu a  forma manebat.
Obstabatque a l i i s  aliud: quia corpore in  uno 
Frigida pugnabant c a lid is ,  humentia  s ic c is ,
M ollia cum duris, sine pondéré habentia pondus.

(5- 20)

1. The phrase ’long laborious Work’ (for  which there i s  no equivalent in  
the Latin) perhaps con stitu tes  further evidence for the suggestion that 
Dryden saw h is  F irst Book as Stage 1 in  a new complete E n^ish  Metamor
phoses .

2. See D.P.Harding, Milton and the Renaissance Ovid, Chapter 5̂  passim.
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Dryden’ s re n d e rin g  o f t h i s  passage re v e a ls  t h a t  he has M ilt on* s language

in  mind a t  s e v e ra l  p o in ts ,  bu t th e  v e rs io n  a lso  shews e q u a lly  c le a r ly

t h a t  he has seen as an e s s e n t i a l  f e a tu re  o f Ovid*s account t h a t  i t  i s

s tro n g ly  and co n sc io u s ly  tin g e d  w ith  aomedy, r a th e r  th a n  p re sen te d  w ith

a s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  g ran d eu r.^

Before th e  Seas, and t h i s  T e r r e s t r i a l  B a ll ,
And Heav*ns h i ^  Canopy, t h a t  covers a l l .
One was th e  Face of N atu re ; i f  a Face,
R ather a rude and u n d ig ested  Mass;
A L i f e le s s  Lump, unfash ion*d , and unfram*d;
Of ja r r in g  Seeds; and j u s t l y  Chaos nam*d.
No Sun was l ig h te d  up, th e  World to  view; (13)
No Moon d id  y e t h e r  b lu n ted  Horns renew:
Nor y e t was E arth  suspended in  th e  Skye;
Nor p o is ’d , d id  on h e r  own Foundations ly e :
Nor Seas about th e  Shears t h e i r  Arms had throw n; (17)
But E arth  and A ir and W ater were in  one.
Thus A ir was void  o f l i g h t ,  and E arth  u n s ta b le .
And W aters dark  Abyss u n n av ig ab le .
No c e r ta in  Form, on any was in p r e s t ;
A ll were con fu s’d , and each d i s tu r b ’d th e  r e s t ;
For ho t and co ld , were in  one Body f i x t ;
And s o f t  w ith  h a N , and l i g h t  w ith  heavy mixb.

(7-24)

1 . Several o f th e  words and phrases which have no d ir e c t equivalent in
the Latin are again those which had been in vested  w ith s p e c ia l  s i g n i f i 
cance in  s im ila r  contexts by M ilton :

’Heav’ns High Canopy’ (8) : c f .  I I I ,  556-7 : . . . ’the c ir c lin g
Canopie/Of N ights extended s h a d e ; . . .  

’p o is ’d ’ (16) : c f .  V, 57#-9 : . . . ’Earth/Upon her Center p o is ’d ’ .,
’void o f l i g h t ’ (19) : c f .  RL., I ,  181 : . . . ’voyd o f  l i g h t ’ . . .
’dark  Abyss’ (20) : c f .  I I ,  405 : ’The daric unbottom ’d

in f in i t e  Abyss’
1027 : ’Over th e  dark  A b y s s , . . . ’

V I I ,233-4 : . . . ’Darkness profound/Cover’d t h ’
Abyss : . . . ’

X, 371 : . . . ’th e  dark  A byss.’
The M ilton ic ’ sou rces’ fo r  th ese  la s t  exançles are much c lo se r  than
th e B ib lic a l p a r a lle l  c ite d  in  C a lifo rn ia , IV, 708.
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The comedy i s  gen era ted  p a r t ly  by Dryden’ s d e f t  e x p lo i ta t io n  in  

E n g lish  idiom  of Ovid’s c h a r a c te r i s t i c  way o f using  w ith  re fe re n c e  to  

in an im ate  o b je c ts  term s ( e .g .  ’v u l tu s ’ in  l i n e  6 , o r  ’p o r r e x e ra t’ in  

l i n e  14) which a re  norm ally  on ly  used o f human c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o r a c t io n s ,  

p a r t ly  by to uches which endow inan im ate  o b je c ts  w ith  human q u a l i t i e s  of 

mind ( e .g .  th e  su n ’ s c u r io s i ty  in  1 .1 4 ) ,  and p a r t ly  by h i s  m an ip u la tio n  

o f d ic t io n .  H is l in e s  13-17, f o r  example, c lo s e ly  im ita te  th e  re p e a te d  

’N u l lu s . . .N e c .. .N ec’ p a t te rn  o f Ovid’ s l in e s  10-12 in  a  way t h a t ,  by 

t h e i r  very  o v e r - e x p l ic i tn e s s , a l e r t s  us to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  momentous ev en ts  

in  th e  w o rld ’s c re a t io n  a re  h e re  being  su b jec te d  to  som ething d i f f e r e n t  

from solemn M ilto n ic  h an d lin g . In  l in e  9 , th e  a d d itio n  ’i f  a  F ace’ has 

th e  e f f e c t  o f m om entarily  co n v ertin g  ’th e  Face of N a tu re ’ in to  a  ’r e a l ’ 

f a c e ,  and Dryden makes humorous p la y  o f th e  id e a  which Longinus had c i te d  

as a prim e exanple of B ib l ic a l  su b lim ity  by having th e  Sun’ s f i r s t  appearance 

d e sc rib e d  as i f  i t  were th e  l ig h t in g  o f a s tre e t- la m p :

No Sun was lig h te d  up, th e  World to  view;

He has added, to o ,  th e  ’b lu n te d ’ in  l in e  13,

No Moon d id  y e t h e r  b lu n ted  Horns renew: 

b rin g in g  out more c le a r ly  th e  two p o s s ib le  im p lic a tio n s  in  Ovid’s ’n o v a . . .  

co rnua’ (1 1 ) , and has in c o rp o ra te d  a g lo s s  from  C nipping’s commentary f o r  

h is  w i t ty

Nor y e t was Earth suspended in  th e  Skye; (14)
(my i t a l i c s )

( f o r  Ovid’ s

N e c .. .pendebat in  aere  t e l l u s .  (12) )^

1 . See C a l i fo rn ia ,  IV, 708, no te  to  l in e  15 :
Cnipping quotes a  n o te  by Pontanus which in c lu d e s  th e  p h rase  t e r r a e  
. . . su sp en sae . ("o f  e a r th  su spended").
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But, d e sp ite  a l l  th e  p la y fu l tou ch es, Dryden has a lso  f e l t  fr e e  to  

incorporate in  h is  v ersio n , without any sense o f incongru ity  or s tr a in ,  

words or phrases which had received  a p a r ticu la r  charge o f meaning in  

M ilton’ s more obviously  ser iou s portrayal o f th e  universe in  Paradise 

Lost -  ’ ja r r in g ’ , ’Canopy’ , ’dark Abyss’ , ’void  o f l i g h t ’ . The 

passage i s  a ls o ,  in c id e n ta lly , remarkable fo r  i t s  rhythmic v a r ie ty  and 

vigour, and shows th a t , whatever Dryden had sa id  from tim e to  tim e  

about th e  comparative monotony o f Ovid’ s v e r s i f ic a t io n , he d isp layed  

no such monotony in  h is  v ers io n s .^  Consider, fo r  example, in  t h is  

connection, l in e s  9-12 :

One was th e Face o f Nature; i f  a Face,
Rather a rude and in d ig ested  Mass:
A l i f e l e s s  Lunp, unfashion’d , and unfram’d;
Of Jarring Seeds; and j u s t ly  Chaos nam’d.

I have suggested th a t one o f the c h a r a c te r is t ic s  which drew M ilton  

to  Ovid’ s account o f Chaos and Creation was i t s  v is io n  o f a Universe 

endowed w ith a ’l i f e  of i t s  own’ . That Dryden h im se lf, before embalming 

on th e  Ovidian tr a n s la t io n , had responded to  t h i s  q u a lity , and to  some 

o f th ose  very parts of M ilton which draw on Ovid i s  shown in  th e  f i r s t  

stanza of h is  Song fo r  S t . C e c il ia ’ s Day o f 1687. Here, l ik e  M ilton, 

Dryden i s  see in g  Creation as an ordered p ro cess , and p lacin g  h is  enphasis

1 . See P reface  to  Sylvae (K in sley , I ,  392) ?
Ovid w ith  a l l  h is  sw eetness , has as l i t t l e  v a r ie ty  o f Numbers 
and sound as he: He i s  always as i t  were upon th e  H and-gallop ,
and h i s  Verse runs upon C arpet ground .

A ’hand-gallop’ , i t  should be noted , requires great con tro l on the  
part o f th e  r id e r .
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on the in tegrating  and lib era tin g  e ffe c t  of harmony in  resolv ing the

primal chaos.^

From Harmony, from heav’n ly  Harmony,
This universal Frame began.

V/hen Nature underneath a heap 
Of jarring Atomes la y .

And cou’d not heave her Head,
The tunefu l Voice was heard from high.

Arise ye more than dead.
Then cold , and hot, and m oist, and dry.
In order to  th e ir  sta tion s leap .

And MUSICK’S pow’r obey.
From Harmony, from heavn’ly  Harmony 

This universal Frame began:
From Harmony to  Harmony 

Through a l l  the compass of the Notes i t  ran.
The Diapason closing f u l l  in  Man.

(1-15)

1 . The poem in fa ct draws exten sively  on M iltonic language, and o ften , 
in te r e st in g ly , on those very parts of Milton where he had h im self 
been drawing on Ovid. T.Mason, in  Dryden’s Chaucer pp.31-33 points  
out the follow ing echoes :

’heav’n ly  Harmony’ (1) : c f .  Cornus, 242 : . . . ’ a l l  Heaven’s
Harmonies’

’un iversal Frame’ (2) : c f .  RL, V, 154 : . . . ’th is  u n iversal Frame.’ 
’Nature underneath a heap’ (37 : c f .  I I I ,  708-9 : . . . ’the

formless M ass.. . / . .  .came to  a heap : ’ 
’ jarrin g’ (4) : c f .  VI, 315 : . . . ’th ir  jarring Spheres

confound.’
c f .  At A Solemn Music, 19-20 : . . . ’d isproportion’d 

s in /ja r r ’d against natures chime, . . . ’ 
’Diapason» (15) : c f .  ib id .,  22-3 : . . . ’th e ir  motion sway’d /ln

perfect Diapason.. . ’
’heave her Head’ (5) : c f .  R ,̂ I ,  210-11 : . . . ’nor ever thence/Had

r i s ’n or heav’d h is  h e a d , . . . ’ 
c f .  L’A llegro, 145 : ’That Orpheus s e l f

may heave h is  head’ .



188.

Where the Universe depicted in  Milton, or in  th is  Song, d if fe r s  

cru c ia lly  from the account of Dryden’s F irst Book i s ,  of course, that  

while the la t t e r  i s  offered as something equally to  deligh t in  and marvel 

a t, i t  i s  a lso  seen as something amoral and v ir tu a lly  uncontrollable and 

therefore p o te n tia lly  (and actually) d estru ctive .^  Dryden has done 

everything to  p lay up Ovid’s jokes about the winds behaving with the  

arbitrariness of a quarrelsome fam ily (e .g . at lin e s  22, 29, 30-1, 72),

1. I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note that John Oldham, the young poet whose 
premature death Dryden had so movingly lamented in  1684, had a lso  
drawn on the language of Ovid (probably in  Sandys’ tran sla tion ) when 
he came to  expand h is poem Upon the Works of Ben Johnson to  account 
for the miraculous way in  which Jonson in  h is  poetry reduces Chaos to  
order :

Unform’d, and void was then i t s  Poesie,
Only some p re-ex istin g  Matter we 

Periiaps could see.
That might fo r e te l l  what was to  be;

A rude, and undigested Lump i t  la y .
Like the old Chaos, e ’re the birth  of Light, and Day,
T i l l  thy brave Genius l ik e  a new Creator came.

And undertook the mighty Frame;
No shuffled  Atoms did the w e ll-b u ilt  work compose.
I f  from no lucky h it  ' o f blund’ring Chance arose 

(As some of th is  great Fabrick id ly  dream)
But w ise, a ll-s e e in g  Judgment did contrive.

And knowing Art i t s  Graces give:
No sooner did thy Soul with active  Force and Fire 

The d u ll and heavy I'iass in sp ire .
But s tr a it  throughout i t  l e t  us see 
Proportion, Order, Harmony,

And every part did to  the whole agree.
And s tr a it  appear’d a beauteous new-made world of Poetry.

(Poems and T ranslations, 1683, pp.71-2)
This passage was inserted at a la te r  date in to  what had o r ig in a lly  
been a conventional panegyric. See Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poet. 123, 
p .225.
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even importing (e .g .  1.26) a s ly  reference or two to  the C iv il War to  

press home the p oin t. But the e f fe c t  of assigning (in  the very vocabulary 

he uses) a l l - t o o - f r a i l  ’human’ attrib u tes to  the elements i s  not, I th ink, 

simply to  t r iv ia l i s e  the universe, or (in  the case of the C iv il War 

a llu sion s) to  use Ovid as an opportunity to  make ta s te le s s  jokes about 

matters of great inportance. I t  seems to  be more the case that Dryden 

has found in  th ese aspects of the Ovidian mode of w it a way of portraying 

as in  some respects d e lig h tfu l and appealing^forces which, looked at in  

any other way, would seem in cap acitatin g ly  and anarchicaUy horrendous.

I f  Dryden has sometimes brought Ovid’s portrayal very c lo se  to M ilton’s 

i t  i s  not so much that Milton has ’d isp laced’ Ovid in  h is  mind but rather 

that he has d e lib era te ly  brought Ovid’s creation nearer to  M ilton’s to  

show how d ifferen t they r e a lly  are. Consider, for  example, God’s ro le  in  

Creation ;

S ic ubi dispos i t  am, quisquis fu it  i l l e  Deorum,
Congeriem secu it , sectamque in  membra redegit;
Principio terram, ne non aequalis ab omni 
Parte fo r e t, magni speciem glomeravit in  orb is.
Turn fr é ta  d iffundi rapidisque tumes^cere ven tis  
J u ss it , & ambitae circumdare l i t t o r a  terrae .

(32-37)

Thus when the God, what ever God was he.
Had form’d the whole, and made the parts agree.
That no unequal portions might be found.
He moulded Earth in to  a spacious round:
Then with a breath, he gave the Winds to  blow;
And bad the congregated Waters flow .

(40-45)

Dryden seems in  some of h is  additions ( ’with a breath’ , ’ congregated Waters’ ) 

to  be d e lib era te ly  bringing Ovid’s account c lo ser  to  the B ib lica l/M ilton ic  

one, exp lo itin g  the tra d itio n a l id e n tif ic a tio n  of Ovid and Genesis only to
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s id e -step  some of i t s  more inportant f e a t u r e s O v i d ’s Nature, in  

Dryden’s version, i s  very vigorous, and h is  God i s  hardly in  control. 

Indeed, we are l e f t  (11. 25/40) in  doubt even whether i t  ^  ’God’ at a l l .

In the lig h t  of the suggestions se t  out in  the la s t  chapter, i t  i s  

perhaps possib le to  see already some connections between Diyden’s in ter est  

in  the poetry of Lucretius and Horace and h is  delight in  Ovid. In the  

Sylvae versions he had composed poems which, in  reminding us of the Laws 

of Nature to  which a l l  our l iv e s  are subject, goes some way towards 

consoling us, and impressing upon us what the genuine goods in  l i f e  are.

In the Ovid of the Metamorphoses he had found, apparently, a p oetic  

temperament that could look on the arbitrary f lu x  of Nature not only 

without being troubled, but indeed with p o s it iv e  d eligh t and wonder.

The moment in  The F irst Book where Dryden seems most concerned to  

render the Ovidian portrayal of the m aterial world as one which recognises

1. ’with a breath’ (44) : c f .  g,., VII, 525-6 : . . . ’ in  thy n o s tr ils  breath’d /
The breath of L ife ; . . . ’

(from Genesis, I I , 7)
’congregated Waters’ (45) : c f .  VII, 307-8 : . . . ’the great recept-

acle/O f congregated Waters. . . ’ 
(Milton’s own source here was not the A.V. but the Vulgate’s 
congregationesque aouarum : see J.Carey and A>Fowler, e d s .. The
Poems of John Milton [London : Longmans, 1968 ]  p .793)
A l i t t l e  e a r lie r , Dryden’s l in e

The next of kin contiguously embrace; 
perhaps owes something to  M ilton’ s VII, 271-3 :

. . .  the loud misrule 
Of Chaos farr remov’d, le a s t  f ie r c e  extreames 
Contiguous might distemper the whole frame:

Dryden’s tone i s ,  of course, quite d iffe re n t.
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and presents for our contenplation i t s  genuinely ’miraculous’ nature 

occurs in  the passage where Deucalion and Pyrrha renew mankind a fter  the 

flood by throwing the stones behind them, and i t  i s  to  t h is  part of the  

poem that I wish to  devote the rest of th is  sec tio n .

Shortly a fter  the account of the flood , the righteous probity of

Deucalion and Pyrrha, and th e ir  statu s as the representatives of the

human race, i s  neatly  and economically estab lish ed , with no h in t of

irony or p layfu lness.

High on the Summet of th is  dubious C lif f ,
Deucalion w afting, moor’d h is l i t t l e  S k iff .
He with h is  Wife were only l e f t  behind 
Of per I S'ĥ d Man; they two, were Humane Kind.
The Mountain Nynphs and Themis they adore.
And from her Oracles r e l ie f  inp lore.
The most upright of Mortal Men was he;
The most sincere and holy Woman, she.

(431-438)

And Deucalion’s speech to  Pyrrha has been invested in  Dryden’s version

(p articu larly  in  i t s  elaborate opening) with some of the d ign ity  of the

speeches which Milton’s Adam makes to  Eve, and with the touching quality

that Dryden was la te r  to  give to  Philemon when he addresses Baucis on the

subject of th eir  married l i f e  and i t s  s ig n ifica n ce .

Of Wife, oh S is te r , oh of a l l  thy kind )
The best and only Creature l e f t  behind, )
By Kindred, Love, and now by Dangers joyn’d, )
Of M ultitudes, who breath’d the common Air,
We two remain; a Species in  a pair:
The rest the Seas have swallow’d; nor have we 
Ev’n of th is  wretched l i f e  a certa in ty .
The Clouds are s t i l l  above; and, vdiile I  speak,
A second Deluge, o ’re our heads may break.
Shou’d I be snatch’d from hence, and thou remain, )
Without r e l ie f ,  or Partner o f thy pain, )
How cou’d’s t  thou such a wretched L ife sustain? )
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Shou’d I be l e f t ,  and thou be lo s t ,  the Sea 
That bury’d her I lo v ’d, shou’d bury me.
Oh cou’d our Father h is  old Arts in sp ire .
And made me Heir of h is  informing F ire,
That so I  might abolisht Man re tr iev e .
And perisht People in  new Souls might l iv e .
But Heav’n i s  p lea s’d, nor ought we to  conqplain.
That we, t h ’ Examples of Mankind, remain.

(476-495)

Dryden’ s handling up to  th is  point has convinced us that nothing 

short of a rea l ’m iracle’ can resolve th e ir  p lig h t. In h is  in terpretation  

of the oracle’s ’dark AEnigma’ (1.526) Dryden’s Deucalion makes e x p lic it ly  

the connection between the animate and inanimate realms which i s  to  be -  

on a metaphorical le v e l  -  the b asis fo r  the wonderful p o etica l transfor

mation vrtiich w i l l  shortly  fo llow  :

This Earth our mighty Mother i s ,  the Stones,
In her capacious Body, are her Bones.

(529-30)

In the Apology fo r  Raymond de Sebonde, Montaigne has w ritten , drawing on

Lucretius for  support, of the way in  which the very processes of biology

and body-chemistry make us more continuous than we might think with the

inanimate Nature which surrounds us (Montaigne i s  perhaps thinking partly

of the doctrine o f transubstantiation) :

As we see in  the Bread we eat, i t  i s  nothing but 
Bread, but by being eaten, i t  becomes Bones, Blood,
Flesh, Hair and N ails.

Ut cibus in  membra atgue art us cum d id itu r  omnes 
D isp erit, atque a l i am naturam s u f f ic i t  ex se
As Meat d if fu s ’d through a l l  the Members lo se  
Their former Nature, and d ifferen t th ings compose.

The humidity suck’d up by the Root o f a Tree, becomes 
Trunk, Leaf and Fruit: And the Air being but one, i s  
modulated in  a Trunpet to  a thousand sorts  of Sounds.

(11.12)
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The long metamorphosis which follow s Deucalion’ s words must now be

quoted in  f u l l  in  Dryden’s version.

The Stones (a Miracle to  Mortal View,
But long Tradition makes i t  pass for true)
Did f i r s t  the Rigour of th e ir  Kind ex p ell.
And, suppl’d in to  so ftn ess , as they f e l l .
Then sw e ll’d, and sw ellin g , by degrees grew warm;
And took the Rudiments of Humane Form.
Imperfect shapes: in  Marble such are seen 
IVhen the rude Chizzel does the Man begin;
While yet the roughness of the Stone remains.
Without the r is in g  Muscles, and the Veins.
The sappy parts, and next resembling ju ice .
Were turn’d to  moisture, fo r  the Bodies use:
Supplying humours, blood, and nourishment ;
The r e s t ,  (too so lid  to receive a bent;)
Converts to  bones; and what was once a vein  
I t s  former Name, and Nature did reta in .
By help of Pow’r Divine, in  l i t t l e  space 
What the Man threw, assum’d a Manly face;
And what the Wife, renew’d the Female Race.
Hence we derive our Nature; bom to  bear 
Laborious l i f e ;  and harden’d in to  care.

The rest of Animals, from teeming Earth 
Produc’d, in  various forms rece iv ’d th e ir  b ir th .
The native moisture, in  i t s  c lose  retrea t.
Digested by the Sun’ s AEtherial heat.
As in  a kindly Womb, began to  breed:
Then sw e ll’d, and quicken’d by the v i t a l  seed.
And some in  le s s ,  and some in  longer space.
Were ripen’d in to  form, and took a several fa ce .
Thus when the N ile  from Pharian F ields i s  f le d .
And seeks with Ebbing T ides, h is  ancient Bed,
The fa t  Manure, with Heav’n ly  Fire i s  warm’d;
And crusted Creatures, as in  Wombs are form’d;
These, vrtien they turn the Glebe, the Peasants find;
Some rude; and yet u n fin ish ’d in  th e ir  Kind:
Short of th e ir  Limbs, a lame inperfect Birth;
One h a lf  a liv e; and one of l i f e l e s s  Earth*

For heat and moisture, when in  Bodies joyn’d.
The tenper that re su lts  from eith er  Kind 
Conception makes; and fig h tin g  t i l l  they mix.
Their mingl’d Atoms in  each other f ix .
Thus Nature’s hand, the Genial Bed prepares.
With Friendly Discord, and with f m i t f u l  Wars.

From hence the surface of the Ground, with Mud 
And Slime besmear’d, (the faeces of the Flood)
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Receiv’d the Rays of Heav’n; and sucking in  
The Seeds of Heat, new Creatures did begin;
Some were of sev ’r a l sorts produc’d before.
But of new Monsters, Earth created more.

(537-585)

I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t, I th ink, to  note how, in  the f i r s t  two lin e s  of 

t h is  passage Dryden’s d irect im itation  of Ovid’s parenthesis

. . , (quis hoc credat, n i s i  s i t  pro t e s t e  vetustas?)
(400)

has the double e ffe c t  of both aL erting us to  how conscious both p oets’ 

attitu d e i s  to  the ’old story ’ they are about to  re la te  but of also  

enhancing, rather than dim inishing, the genuinely ’fabulous’ nature (in  

both senses) of vrtiat fo llo ivs. A new kind of meaning has been discovered  

and created in  the old myth, one which depends for i t s  p oetic  force on 

the fact that both the English and Latin languages have a whole repertoire  

of what we might c a ll  ’one-word metamorphoses’ , words and phrases which 

can be used equally appropriately fo r  both animate and inanimate objects  

and phenomena and which depend on us recognising both how sim ilar (looked 

at from one point of view) the two kinds of objects are, and (as Montaigne 

rea lised ) how they are continuous one with the other, even partaking of  

the same atoms

Dryden has coloured h is  language in  the passage with echoes o f those  

moments in  Paradise Lost where Milton had adapted for  h is  own purposes the 

Ovidian portrayals of gestation  and b irth  as a vast c y c lic a l process. In 

M ilton’s version they are, of course, m anifestations of the power and 

glory of an omnipotent God. Consider, for example, how many resonances

1. See H.Frankel, Ovid, pp. 77-78, 98, on th is  to p ic .
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Dryden has picked up in  h is  passage from these lin e s  in  M ilton’ s seventh 

book :

Thus God the Heav’n created, thus the Earth,
Matter unfom ’d and void; Darkness profound 
Cover’d th ’ Abyss; but on the watrie calme 
His brooding wings the S p ir it  of God outspred.
And v ita l  vertue in fu s ’d, and v i t a l  warmth 
Throughout the f lu id  Mass, but downward purg’d 
The black tartareous cold Infernal dregs 
Adverse to  l i f e :  then founded, then conglob’d 
Like things to  l ik e ,  the rest to  several place 
Disparted, and between spun out the Air,
And Earth s e l f  ballanc’t  on her Center hung.

(232-242)

The Earth was form’d, but in  the Womb as yet  
Of Waters, Embryon immature in vo lv ’d.
Appear’d not: over a l l  the face of Earth 
Main Ocean flow ’d, hot id le ,  but with warme 
P r o lif ic  humour s o f t ’ning a l l  her Globe,
Fermented the great Mother to  conceave.
S atia te  with gen ia l moisture, when God said  
Be gather’d now ye Waters under Heav’n 
Into one p lace, and le t  dry Land appear.

(276-284)

The S ix t, and of Creation la s t  arose 
With Eevnirÿ Harps and Matt in , when God sa id .
Let th ’ Earth bring forth  Soul l iv in g  in  her kinde,
C attel and Creeping th in gs, and Beast of the Earth,
Each in  th e ir  kinde. The Earth obey’d, and s tr a it  
Op’ning her f e r t i l  Woomb teem’d at a Birth 
Innumerous l iv in g  Creatures, perfet formes.
Limb’d and f u l l  grown:

(449-456)

Despite Dryden’s cru c ia lly  d ifferen t s tr e s s , h is  use of Milton i s ,  I

th ink , once more a sign that he had seen the older poet an having been

fired  in th ese passages by the capacity of Ovid’ s anim istic metaphors to  

give a sense of the spontaneous abundance of creation . In Dryden’s version, 

however, the ’renewal’ of mankind i s  as mysterious as i t  i s  miraculous.

He has done nothing, for example, to  attempt to  answer in  h is version the
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charge of Ovid’ s commentator, Crispinus, that only by the command of God

can l i f e  come forth . On Ovid’s 1 .420, Crispinus commented ;

Sunt haec pura Poet arum figment a; neque 
sin e  expresso Dei jussu potest terra  animalia 
proferre.

(p .25, fn .r )

M ilton’s version , of course, provides ju st such an answer.

In h is  rendering of Ovid’ s account of the orig in al creation o f Man,

Dryden was tran sla tin g  another passage which Milton had already im itated

c lo se ly  in  Paradise Lost;

Sanctius h is animal, mentisque capacius a lta e  
Deerat adhuc, & quod dominari in  caetera p osset.
Natus homo e s t .  s iv e  hunc divino semine f e c i t  
I l l e  op ifex  rerum, mundi m elioris origo:
Sive recens t e l lu s ,  seductaque nuper ab a lto  
AEthere, cognati retinebat semina c a e li .
Quam satus Japeto, mistam flu v ia lib u s  undis,
F inxit in  effig iem  moderantum cun eta  Deorum.
Pronaque cum spectent animal ia  caetera terram;
Os homini sublime dedit: caelumque tu er i 
J u ss it , & erectos ad sidera to lle r e  vu ltu s.
S ic , modo quae fuerat rudis & sine imagine, t e l lu s  
Induit ignotas hominum conversa fig u ra s .

(76- 88)

M ilton’s adaptation occurs, again, in  Book VII:

There wanted yet the Master work, the end 
Of a l l  yet don; a Creature who not prone 
And Brute as other Creatures, but endu’d 
With S a n ctitie  of Reason, might erect 
His Stature, and upright with Front serene 
Govern the r e s t ,  self-knowing, and from thence 
Magnanimous to  correspond with Heav’n,
But gratefu l to  acknowledge whence h is  good 
Descends, th ith er  with heart and voice and eyes 
Directed in  Devotion, to  adore 
And worship God Supream, who made him ch ief  
Of a l l  h is  works: therefore the Omnipotent 
Eternal Father (For where i s  not hee 
Present) thus to  h is  Son audibly spake.

Let us make now Man in  our image, Man 
In our s im ilitu d e, and l e t  them rule 
Over the Fish and Fowle of Sea and Aire,
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Beast of the F ield , and over a l l  the Earth,
And every creeping thing that creeps the ground.
This sa id , he formd th ee, Adam, thee 0 Man 
Dust of the ground, and in  thy n o s tr ils  breath’d 
The breath of L ife; in  h is  own Image hee 
Created th ee , in  the Image of God 
Express, and thou be cam’ s t  a liv in g  Soul.

(505-528)

As can be read ily  seen, Milton has again not simply taken over the  

features which he borrows from Ovid’s account, but charged them with 

h is  own sp ec ia l s ig n ifica n ce .^  Whereas Ovid’ s Man i s  created simply 

’dominari in  caetera’ , I4ilton’s Man i s  created ’er ec t’ so that he might

. . .upright with Front serene 
Govern the r e s t , self-knowing, . . . 2

His Man i s  made (as in  the Bible) in  God’s image and recognises h is

divine origin  by means of h is  God-given ’S a n ctit ie  of Reason’ .

In The Hind and the Panther ( I ,  245-275), Dryden had portrayed the 

creation of Man in  terms which, while they draw on Ovid’ s account, are
3

given a d irection  very c lose to  M ilton’s .  But Dryden’s version of the 

Ovid passage has a subtly , but d e f in ite ly  d ifferen t s tress:

A Creature of a more Exalted Kind 
Was wanting y e t , and then was Man design’d:
Conscious of Thought, of more capacious Breast,
For Empire form’d, and f i t  to  rule the rest:
Whether with p a rtic le s  of Heav’n ly  Fire 
The God of Nature did h is  Soul Insp ire,
Or Earth, but new divided from the Skie,
And, p lia n t, s t i l l ,  re ta in ’d the AEtherial Energy:
IVhich Wise Prometheus temper’d in to  paste.

1 . D.P.Harding (pp.77-8) suggests that M ilton was given the confidence to  
use th is  passage by Lactantius’ Christian in terpretation , which had 
also  influenced Ovid’s Renaissance commentators.

2. On the p articu lar  poetic sign ifican ce  of Adam and Eve’s ’erectn ess’ in  
Paradise L ost, see J.M.Newton, ’A Speculation about Landscape’ , The 
Cambridge Quarterly, 4 (1969), 273-282.

3 . See C alifornia , I I I ,  367.
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And ndbct with liv in g  Streams, the Godlike Image ca st.
Thus, while the mute Creation downward bend 
Their S ight, and to  th e ir  Earthy Mother tend,
Man looks a lo ft;  and with erected %res 
Beholds h is  own Hereditary Skies.
From such rude Princip les our Form began;
And Earth was Metamorphos’d in to  Man.

(97-112)

Dryden seems to  have found in  Ovid’s passage an account of Man’s creation  

which i s  in  many ways more n eu tra lly  ’fa c tu a l’ than Milton’s ,  one which, 

while i t  takes account of the ways in  which Man does d if fe r  from the  

b easts, makes nothing lik e  the e ffo r t of M ilton’s passage (or h is  own 

in  The Hind) to  estab lish  Man’s sp e c ia l place in  creation .^  The passage,

rather, s tre sse s  Man’s kinship w ith, and origins in , the inanimate world
2

around him. Dryden carefu lly  follow s Ovid’s specu lative note on the 

subject of how I-Ian was made, and emphasises the way in  which, however i t  

came about, Man i s  actu ally  moulded out o f, and owes h is v i t a l i t y  to ,  

the elements of inanimate matter i t s e l f .  In referring to  Man’s ’Godlike 

Image’ Dryden i s  again exp lo iting  the unavoidable C hristian/M iltonic  

’fiisson’ of such a phrase without committing him self to  anything as 

consciously noble as the M iltonic conception. After a l l ,  we are shortly  

to  see in the poem ju st what Ovid’s gods are re a lly  l ik e .  Ovidian Man 

has ’ erected ey es’ not to  s ig n ify  h is  ’S a n ctitie  of Reason’ ( ’Reason’ 

i s  carefu lly  avoided by Dryden in  h is tra n sla tio n ), but more as an

1. In the very word ’design’d’ (98) Dryden stresses  the way in  which 
Ovidian I4an i s  almost a ’miracle of engineering’ .

2. I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note th at Dryden reca lled  h is ea r lie r  phrasing 
vriien describing the bees in  The Fourth Géorgie :

. . .  some have taught 
That Bees have Portions of E therial Thought:
Endu’d with P articles of Heavenly Fires: (321-3)

In lin e  108 Dryden prepares the reader for  the Deucalion and Pyrrha 
metamorphosis.
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expression of a natural in q u is it iv e n ess , f e l ic ito u s ly  captured by 

Dryden in  the present ten ses of lin e s  109-110.^

1. Montaigne had questioned, in  the Apology for Raymond de Sebonde. Ovid’s 
right to  allow even th is  much supremacy to  Man.
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(iv )  ’Fancy’ in  ’The F irst Book’

In the Dedication to  the second conposite tran sla tion  o f the

Metamorphoses published in  1717, George Sewell remarked on what he c a lls

Ovid’s ’Creatures of Fancy’ and the way they had influenced certain  major

English poets :

The shadowy Beings, as they have been la te ly  
very properly term’d, idiich abound in  Spenser,
M ilton, (and I might go back to  Chaucer) are 
mostly owing to  Ovid. Spenser in  p articu lar, 
i s  remarkable for im itating the Exuberance 
of our Poet in  a l l  h is  Creatures of Fancy. 1

(M r)

Sewell i s  here alluding to  some remarks made by Addison in  No. 419 of

The Spectator :

There i s  another sort of Imaginary Beings, that we 
sometimes meet with among the Poets, when the Author 
represents any Passion, A ppetite, Virtue or Vice, under 
a v is ib le  Shape, and makes i t  a Person or an Actor in  
h is  Poem. Of th is  Nature are the Descriptions of 
Hunger and Envy in  Ovid, of Fame in  V ir g il , and of 
Sin and Death in  M ilton. We find  a whole Creation 
of the lik e  shadowy Persons in  Spencer, vrtio had an 
admirable Talent in  Representations of th is  kind.
Thus we see how many ways Poetry addresses i t  s e l f  to
the Imagination, as i t  has not only the whole C ircle
of Nature for i t s  Province, but makes new Worlds of i t s  
own, shews us Persons who are not to  be found in  Being, 
and represents even the F aculties of the Soul, with her 
several Virtues and Vices, in  a sen sib le  Shape and 
Character. 2

I t  seems reasonable to  suppose that by examining what Dryden made, 

in  h is  version , of Ovid’s ’Creatures of Fancy’ we might discover further

clues as to  the kind of poetic in te r e sts  which he seems to  have found in

1 . Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In F ifteen  Books. A New T ranslation. . .  (2 v o ls . ,  
London, 1717).

2. The Spectator, ed. D.F.Bond (5 v o ls . ,  Oxford, 1965), I I I ,  573.
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the Metamorphoses at th is  date. I sh a ll examine two passages from 

The F irst Book, the portrayal of the South Wind, and the related  account 

of the flood .

I take i t  that in  the ’Creatures of Fancy’ we have a t e s t  case fo r  

determining exactly  what we might mean by ca llin g  Ovid a ’sop h istica ted ’

poet, since Ovid i s  in  them treatin g  with a d isp lay of considerable

and conscious l ite r a r y  a r t if ic e  subjects -  primal forces such as gods, 

the elements, natural processes -  which could be to  another kind o f mind 

or in  another kind of l ite r a r y  handling the source of prim itive awe and 

solemn reverence. The particular problem facing readers of Ovid’s Book 

One might be to  determine whether the r e a l i t ie s  of wind and flood  are 

simply by-passed by Ovid in  an attempt to  be w itty , or whether h is  w itty

handling con stitu tes a d is t in c tiv e  and pleasurable way of looking at these

r e a l i t i e s .

Ovid’s description  of the South Wind begins at l in e  262 .

Protinus AEoliis Aquilonem claudit in  an tris ,
Et quaecunque fugant inductas flamina nubes;
Emittitque Notura. madidis Notus evolat a l is ;
Terribilem picea tectu s ca lig in e  vultum.
Barba gravis nimbis; canis f lu i t  unda c a p i l l i s ;
Fronte sedent nebulae: rorant pennaeque, sinusque.
Utque manu la ta  pendentia nubila p ressit;
F it fragor: hinc densi funduntur ab aethere nimbi.
Nuntia Junonis varios induta colores
Concipit I r is  aquas, alimentaque nubibus ad fert.
Stemuntur segetes, & deplorata colon i
Vota jacent; longique labor p erit ir r itu s  anni.

( 262- 273)

Dryden translated  the passage thus :

JEThe Northern breath, that û*eezes Floods, he binds;
With a l l  the race of C loud-dispelling Winds:
The South he lo o s ’d, who Night and Horror brings;
And Foggs are shaken from h is  flaggy Wings.
From h is divided Beard, two Streams he pours.
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His head and rhjnny eyes, d i s t i l l  in  showers.
With Rain h is  Robe and heavy Mantle flow;
And lazy m ists, are lowring on h is  brow;
S t i l l  as he swept along, with h is  clench’t  f i s t  
He squeez’d the Clouds, th ’ imprison’d Clouds r e s is t ;
The Skies from Pole to  Pole, with peals resound;
And show’rs in la rg ’d, come pouring on the ground.
Then, clad in  Colours of a various dye,
Junonian I r i s , breeds a new supply;
To feed the Clouds: Impetuous Rain descends;
The bearded Com, beneath the Burden bends:
Defrauded Clowns, deplore th e ir  p erish ’d grain;
And the long labours of the Year are vain.

(356-373)

The South Wind i s  not presented here as anything which could be 

ju s t ly  ca lled  an ’A lleg o r ica l’ figu re . Both p oets’ art has been lavished  

on something which i s  surely meant to  be recognised and enjoyed in  and 

fo r  i t s e l f  as a f ic t io n a l  and p oetic  creation . I t  i s  certa in ly  a h i^ ly  

wrought piece of verbal art. Every vowel in  Dryden’ s version i s  working 

to  make a musical e f fe c t ,  and the surface of the verse i s  notable for  

i t s  h igh ly  polished a ll i te r a t iv e  and a n tith e tic a l verbal p lay.^  The

whole passage i s ,  of course, touched with a humour that might at f i r s t

s ig h t seem inappropriate in  a description  of such an obviously d estructive  

force. In th is  respect Dryden has a ctu a lly  extended h is  o r ig in a l, by the  

addition of the double beard (359), and by the way he draws on Spenser 

fo r  the ’lowring’ m ists (362) and the ’fla g g y ’ wings (358), and by the  

additional touch (365) where the clouds are made to  r e s is t  the wind’s

1 . The passage might be a se t p iece for  those very q u a litie s  desiderated  
by Pope in  h is Essay on Criticism, lin e s  337-383. See a lso  C alifornia, 
IV, 715, l in e  355.
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’ squeeze’ (but can’t ,  of course, hold out for long).^  But fo r  a l l  i t s

humour, indeed through a ll i t s  humour, the description  i s  a lso  very
2sensuously suggestive; each joke i s  d is t i l le d  from a palpable and

precise observation from the rea l world -  the way wings are shaken in

the wind, the way moisture drips from drenched m aterial, the way eyes,

p articu larly  old peoples’ eyes, do exude rheum (another addition of

Dryden’s in  I . 36O), the way a so lid  object (or, even more exactly , a

sodden sponge) does r e s is t  the grip of a hand closing  on i t .  I

think our natural reaction on reading the passage i s  to  be drawn by i t s

d e ta il and to  find the description  a lertin g  our minds in  a l l  so rts  of
3

ways to  exactly  what the ’essence of w etness’ might be l ik e .  But even 

w hile we are attending to  the humorous d e ta il ,  and are finding the wind 

in  some ways d e lig h tfu l, we don’t ,  at the same tim e, forget i t s  

p o ten tia lly  destructive e f fe c t .  Ovid’s ’fancy’ enables us to  hold in  our 

minds together more responses to  the wind -  responses that might otherwise 

seem incomp at ib le  -  than a le s s  ’w itty ’ handling m i^ t allow. Whereas 

in  normal human experience we quite often  admit to  being able to  see the  

funny side of a calamity a fter  the event, Ovid’ s w it allows us to  apprehend

1 . See Eg, I I I ,  v i ,  39,7 : ’He f ly e s  about, and with h is flaggy w ings.’
I ,  x i ,  10,1 : ’His flaggy wings when forth he did d isp la y .’

’Lowring’ i s  a favourite word of Spenser’ s .
2. Milton im itates the passage in XI, 738-45 (quoted below). M ilton’s 

eighteenth-century commentator, Thomas Newton^preferred I'Hlton’s version  
(though he also admired Ovid) and pointed out that Milton needed to  make 
the i-dnd more m ajestic since i t  was the agent of God. See Paradise Lost
. . .  A New Edition, With Notes of Various Authors, by Thomas Newton, D.D. 
(2  v o ls . ,  London, 1749), I I ,  3&3.

3 . H.Frankel (Ovid, p .209) records a sim ilar response to  Ovid’s o r ig in a l.
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the humorous p o s s ib i l it ie s  in  the ivind at the same time as we are seeing  

i t s  poT/er.

The extent to  which Dryden’s version depends for i t s  e f fe c t  on i t s

precise sensuous d e ta il and carefu lly  controlled d iction  can be brought out

neatly  by a conparison with Sandys’ much f la t t e r  version.^

Rough Boreas in  AEolian prison la id ,
Arid those drie b la sts  which gathered Clouds invade:
Out f ly e s  the South, with dropping wings; who shrouds 
His te r r ib le  aspect in  p itch ie  clouds.
His white haire stream’s ,  h is  Beard big-swoln with showres;
M sts  bind h is  browes. Raine from h is bosom poures.
As with h is  hands the hanging clouds he crusht:
They roar’d, and downe in  showres together ru sht.
A ll-co lou r’d I r i s , luno’s messenger,
To weeping Clouds doth nourishment confer.
The Come i s  lodg’d, the Husband-men despaire;
Their long years labour lo s t ,  with a l l  th e ir  care.

(pp.6-7)

The description  of the South Wind must, of course, be seen properly

in  rela tion  to  that of the flood which immediately follow s i t .  This i s

one of the passages in  the Metamorphoses which, as we have seen, had

been objected to  from the e a r lie s t  times for i t s  t r iv ia l is in g  of the

seriousness of i t s  subject by ’pueriles in ep tia e ’ . Addison re-itera ted

the younger Seneca’s remarks at greater length when d iscussing M ilton’s

adaptation of Ovid’s episode for h is  portrayal of Noah’s flood in  Book XI

of Paradise L ost:

As i t  i s  v is ib le ,  that the Poet had h is  Eye upon Ovid’s 
account of the univenal Deluge, the Reader may observe 
with how much Judgment he has avoided every thing that 
i s  redundant or puerile in  the Latin Poet. We do not 
here see the Wolf sv;iraming among the Sheep, nor any of 
those wanton Imaginations which Seneca found fa u lt  w ith.

1 . On which Dryden nevertheless draws. I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note how 
Dryden has here expunged, for  the benefit of h is  English readers, 
many of Ovid’ s mythological references, vhich Sandys r e lig io u s ly  
preserves.
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as unbecoming the great Catastrophe of Nature.
I f  our Poet has im itated that Verse in  vhich Ovid 
t e l l s  us, th at there was nothing but Sea, and that 
th is  Sea had no Shoar to  i t ,  he has not se t  the  
Thought in  such a lig h t  as to  incur the Censure 
which C riticks have passed upon i t .  The la t t e r  
part of that Verse in  Ovid i s  id le  and superfluous; 
but just and b eau tifu l in  M it  on.

Jamque mare & t e l lu s  nullum d is  crimen habebant.
N il n is i  pontus erat deerant quoque l i t t o r a  ponto. Ovid

. . . Sea cover’d Sea,
Sea without Shoar. . .  M ilton.

In Milton the former part of the D escription does not 
fo r e s ta l l  the la t t e r .  How much more great and solemn 
on th is  occasion i s  that which follow s in  our English 
Poet,

. . .  And in  th e ir  palaces 
Where luxury la te  reign’d. Sea Mon sters h e l p ’d 
And S tab l’d . . .

than that in  Ovid, where we are to ld , that the Sea 
Calfs la y  in  those places vrtiere the Goats were used 
to  browze? The Reader may fin d  severa l other P a ra lle l 
Passages in the Latin and English Description o f the  
Deluge, wherein our Poet has v is ib ly  the Advantage.
The Sky’s being over-charged with Clouds, the descending 
of the Rains, the r is in g  of the Seas, and the appearance 
of the Rainbow, are such D escriptions as every one must 
take notice o f . l

I t  i s  true that M it  on expunges Ovid’s jokes in  h is  treatment of the

flo o d , but what i s  perhaps even more str ik in g  i s  the extent to  which (as

Addison him self and other commentators have observed) he has nevertheless

drawn so many of h is  d e ta ils  from the Roman poet;

Meanwhile the Southwind rose, and with black wings 
Wide hovering, a l l  the Clouds together drove 
From under Heav’n; the H ills  to  th e ir  supplie 
Vapour, and Exhalation dusk and most.
Sent up amain; and now the th ic k ’nd Skie

1. The Spectator, No.363, Saturday April 26th , 1712. See The Spectator, 
ed. Bond, I I I ,  363-4.
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Like a dark Ceeling stood; down rush’d the Rain 
Impetuous, and continu’d t i l l  the Earth 
No more was seen; the f lo a tin g  V essel swum 
U plifted; and secure with beaked prow 
Rode t i l t in g  o’re the Waves, a l l  dwellings e lse  
Flood overwhelmd, and them with a l l  th ir  pomp 
Deep under water rould; Sea cover’d sea .
Sea without shoar; and in  th ir  Palaces
Where luxurie la te  reign’d, Sea-monsters whelp’d
And s ta b l’d; 1

(XI. 738-752)

Dryden, by contrast, has in  h is  rendering, despite what was said  in  the

Essay of Dramatic P oesie, relished  every opportunity for humour which

Ovid’s account afforded him;

. . . h i  redeunt, ac fontibus ora relaxant:
Et defraenato vulvuntur in  aequora cursu.
Ipse t ridente suo terram p ercu ssit: at i l i a  
Intremuit, motuque sinus p a te fe c it  aquarum.
Exspatiata ruunt per apertos flumina campos;
Cumque s a t is  arbusta sim ul, pecudesque, virosque,
Tectaque, cumque su is  rapiunt penetra lia  sa c r is .
S i qua domus mansit, potuitque r e s is te re  tanto
Indejecta malo; culmen tamen a lt io r  hujus
Unda t e g i t ,  pressaeque labant sub gurgite tu rres.
Jamque mare & te l lu s  nullum d is crimen habebant.
Omnia pontus erant. deerant quoque l i t t o r a  ponto.
Occupât hic collem: cyraba sedet a lte r  adunca.
Et ducit remos i l l i c ,  ubi nuper ararat.
I l l e  supra seg etes , aut mersae culmina v i l la e ,
Navigat: h ie surama piscem deprendit in  ulmo.
F igitur in  v ir id i  ( s i  Fors t u l i t )  anchora prato:
Aut subject a terunt curvae v in eta  carinae.
Et, modo qua g ra c iles  gramen carpsere capellae.
Nunc ib i  deformes ponunt sua corpora phocae.
Mirantur sub aqua lucos, urbesque, domosque 
Nereides: s i l vasque tenent delphines, & a l t i s  
Incursant ramis, a g itataque robora puisant.
Nat lupus in ter  oves: fu lvos veh it unda leones :

1. Dryden, i t  w i l l  be noted, has drawn on Milton’s ’Sea-monsters’ (751) 
and ’Palaces’ (750) for h is  ’Monsters’ (410) and ’the Palace’ (412), 
neither of which are s tr ic t  equivalents for the words of th e  Latin.
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Unda vehit t ig r e s ,  nec v ires fulm inis apro.
Crura nec ablate prosunt v e lo c ia  cervo.
Q uaesitisque diu t e r r is ,  ubi sidere detur,
In mare la s s a t is  volucris vaga d ec id it a l i s .
Obruerat rumulos immensa l ic e n t ia  ponti,
Pulsabajtiue novi mont ana cacumina flu c tu s .
Maxima pars unda rapitur: quibus unda pepercit,
I l lo s  longa domant inopi jejun ia  v ic tu .

(281-312)

The Floods, by Nature Enemies to  Land,
And proudly sw elling with th e ir  new Command,
Remove the liv in g  Stones, that stopt th e ir  way.
And gushing from th e ir  Source, augment the Sea.
Then, with h is  Mace, th e ir  Monarch struck the Ground: ) 
With inward trembling. Earth rece iv ’d the wound; )
And r is in g  streams a ready passage found. )
Th’ expanded Waters gather on the Plain:
They f lo t e  the F ield s, and over-top the Grain;
Then rushing onwards, with a sweepy sway.
Bear Flocks and Folds, and la b ’ring Hinds away.
Nor safe th e ir  Dwellings were, fo r , sap’d by Floods, 
Their Houses f e l l  uponIheir Household Gods.
The so lid  P ile s , too strongly b u ilt  to  f a l l .
High o’re th e ir  Heads, behold a watry Wall :
Now Seas and Earth were in  confusion lo s t ;
A World of Waters, and without a Coast.

One climbs a C liff;  one in  h is Boat i s  bom;
And Ploughs above, where la te  he sow’d h is  Com.
Others o’ re Chimney tops and Turrets row.
And drop th e ir  Anchors, on the Meads below:
Or downward d r iv ’n, they bruisethe tender Vine,
Or to s t  a lo f t ,  are knock’t  against a Pine.
And where of la te ,  the Kids had cropt the Grass,
The Monsters of the deep, now take th e ir  p lace. 
Insu lting  Nereids on the C ities r ide.
And wondring Dolphins o ’re the Palace g lid e .
On leaves and masts of mighty Oalcs they brouze;
And th e ir  broad Finns, entangle in  the Boughs,
The frighted  Wolf, now swims amongst the Sheep;
The yellow  lyon wanders in  the deep:
His rapid force, no longer helps the Boar:
The Stag svrLms fa ster , than he ran before.
The Fowls, long beating on th e ir  Wings in  vain.
Despair of Land, and drop in to  the Main.
Now H ills  and Vales, no more d is t in c tio n  know;
And l e v e l l ’d Nature, l i e s  oppress’d below.
The most of Mortals perish in  the Flood:
The small remainder d ies for want of Food.

(386-424)
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’Non est res s a t is  sobria la sc iv ir e  devorato orbe terrarum’ , remarked 

the younger Seneca of th is  passage, expressing what I  suppose must have 

been the most perplexing feature of Ovid’s description  fo r  serious pagan 

as w ell as Christian readers -  the absence both of any evident compassion 

for or enpathy with the victim s of the flo o d , or of any attenpt (such as 

Ililto n ’s) to  place the flood w ithin  a moral or th eo lo g ica l framework vhich, 

even i f  i t  might not make the d isa ste r  le s s  h o r r if ic , would at le a s t  se t  

i t  in  a context where i t  could be seen as part of a rational scheme of 

th in gs. Instead of sympathy we have jokes, and Ovid’s Jove s in p ly  wipes 

out Man (or rather allows the elements to  wipe him out) so that he can 

tr y  h is  hand again a fter  the f ir s t  d isa ste r .

And in  h is  version Dryden, adds those touches which s tr e ss  the waves’ 

natural and irra tio n a l enmity to  land (385) and v/hich lik en  the waves, 

humorously, to  nevfly-promoted ’N.C.O’s ’ (386) or ’sappers’ (396), here 

(as we have seen hln doing before) drawing on h is  own observations of a 

c iv i l  disorder v/hich he had elsewhere referred to  in  h is  woik with deep 

horror to  emphasise the lack of any order or control in  vhat i s  happening.

At the point when Jove releases the waves by str ik in g  the ground with 

h is  mace we even have an echo of the supremely tra g ic  moment of Eve’s 

f a l l  in  Paradise L ost, but here, instead of the wounded earth reg isterin g  

i t s  agony at the event which has happened, the earth in  Ovid i s  a l l - to o -  

w illin g  to co-operate with the ensuing destruction .^  The vigorous gusto 

of the î raves in  f u l l  f lig h t i s  captured in a cadence which Dryden la te r

1 . c f .  IX, 782.
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used almost verbatim in  h is  version of V ir g il’s G e o r g i e s But as 

w ell as the vigorous action , Dryden has a lso  stressed  in  h is  rendering 

the h ighly ’turned’ nature of Ovid’s verse. In 11.402-3

One climbs a C liff ;  one in  h is  Boat i s  bom;
And Ploughs above, where la te  he sow’d h is Com.

Dryden both adds a joke (in  the ’Ploughs’ -  ’ sow’d’ a n tith es is )  and 

also  shows that he has h is  eye as firm ly as Ovid on the actual scene 

being portrayed ( i t ’s merely a h i l l ,  not a c l i f f ,  th a t’s being climbed 

in  the L atin). Several touches elsewhere in  the passage (e .g .  ’b ru ise’ 

(406) ,  ’knock’t ’ (407), ’ entangle’ (413) ) confirm that Dryden saw 

that there was a crucial connection between the jokes and h is  imagining 

what might be the actual e f fe c ts  of such a d isa ste r . Ovid’s jokes, 

Dryden’s version suggests, allow us to  dw ell very p rec ise ly  on the

1 . The F irst Géorgie, 651-2 :
And ro llin g  onward, with a sweepy Sway,
Bore Houses, Herds, and la b ’ring Hinds away.
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bizarre e f fe c ts  which water covering land would produce.^ I t  i s  the 

0vidian eye for  such t e l l in g  d e ta il  that presumably appealed to  M ilton, 

and struck him as s u f f ic ie n t ly  probable to  include in  an account of a 

flood  which he him self believed to  be both an h is to r ic a l fa c t and a work 

of God.

1. Again, C lassica l scholars have made sim ilar remaiits about the o r ig in a l. 
See, for  example O.S.Due, Changing Forms (Copenhagen, 1974), p .109.
The bizarre e f fe c ts  of the flood are epitomised, as i t  were, by Dryden 
in  11.402-3 :

Now Seas and Earth were in  confusion lo s t ,
A World of Waters, and without a Coast.

Dryden could have drawn the phrase ’A World of Waters’ from Milton 
(PL, 111,11 : ’The r isin g  world of waters dark and deep’ ) or from 
Spenser (E^, I , 39, 2 : ’ ...through  the world of waters wide and deepe’ ) 
It  i s  in terestin g  to  note that Samuel Johnson la te r  took the phrase
and put i t  in to  the mouth of Imlac in  Chapter DC of Rasselas :

”When I f ir s t  entered upon the world of waters,
and lo s t  sigh t of land, I looked round about me
with pleasing terrour, and thinking my soul

enlarged by the boundless prospect, imagined that 
I could gaze round for  ever without sa tie ty ;"

(Murphy, I I I ,  323-4)
A recent commentator on Rasselas has commented, apparently without 
knowledge of the phrase’ s origin  :

The abstraction , or in te lle c tu a lisa t io n , in  
Johnson’s d ictio n , converting the sea in to  a 
’boundless prospect’ and a ’barren uniform ity’ , 
gives the p la in est image a symbolic power; and 
the phrase ’the world of w aters’ sums up the  
fusion of id eas.

See Ian White, ’On R asselas’ , The Cambridge Quarterly, 6 (1972),
6-31. The phrase has, I b e liev e , a s im ila r ly  suggestive e f fe c t  
in  Dryden.
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I'Jhat Dryden»s version also suggests, I think, i s  th at Ovid’s w itty  

mode of presentation has the e f fe c t  of carefu lly  controlling  the nature 

of our involvement with the victim s o f the flood , thus allowing us to  

focus on the event, we might say, as a phenomenon rather than a d isa ster , 

but not cold ly  or in  a sp ir it  of Jchadenfreude. Though the w it prevents 

us from id en tify in g  with the flood  v ictim s, from seeing the events from 

th e ir  point of view, or from quite imagining ourselves there, i t  a lso  

lib era te s  our minds to  entertain  other observations about the nature of 

the flood  and i t s  e f fe c t s ,  ones equally important and t iu e  in  th e ir  way, 

but ones which most lite r a r y  handlings of the subject would in ev itab ly  

have to  exclude. As with the South Wind, we are enabled to  see what 

would normally be a portentous d isa ste r  in  a perspective which allows us 

to  take a curious (in  both senses) d elight in  such events.

We might be tempted in  the lig h t  of these observations, to  carry a 

l i t t l e  further the lin e  of speculation suggested e a r lie r , and to  make 

some connections between the kind of in ter est Dryden seems to  have found 

in  Ovid’ s South Wind and Flood and the perspective on human a c t iv ity  

recommended by Lucretius in  the par>sage from h is  second Book quoted 

( in  Dryden’s tr a n s la t io n )  on p. 164.
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Certain poems by Horace and Lucfetius had, as we saw in  the la s t  Chapter, 

provided Dryden around 1684 with both support and extension for h is  own 

diagnoses of the v a n ities  of l i f e ,  and had thereby enabled him to  develop, 

in  the versions which he made of them, a securer imaginative sense of 

what might constitu te  l i f e ’ s true goods. In the Ovid of the Metamorphoses, 

I would suggest, Dryden discovered a p oetic  temperament of an extraordinary 

kind, able to  attend v/ith minute in ter est and cu r io sity  to  the d e ta ils  of 

both human and natural conduct (and to  take cognisance o f so many 

d ifferen t p o s s ib i l it ie s  in  ’the Laws of Nature’ ) while at the same time 

having the capacity to  remain in  some ways detached from^and uninvolved 

in^that conduct în such a vra.y that allowed him to  take d eligh t in , rather 

than lament, or f e e l  the b it te r  pathos o f , the continuous change and flu x  

which he observed to  be ’Nature’s Law’ . Thus Ovid’s poetry, fo r  a l l  i t s  

strangeness, can be seen as verse which has achieved, and which allows 

in  the reader, an imaginative accommodation to  the painfulness and 

v ic is s itu d e s  of experience, thus enabling one to  savour and take delight  

in  every moment of l i f e ,  even i t s  hardships, in  much the way that we have 

seen Montaigne doing in  some of h is  la te r  essays. I t  i s  such an overa ll 

conception of the Metamorphoses which, I would suggest, has allowed Dryden 

to  respond so warmly to  the humour those section s o f The F irst Book which 

tr e a t  primal Chaos and the South Wind and the Flood, I t  hardly needs 

saying, however, that such an imaginative perspective requires a supremely 

d e lica te  poise from the poet, and I sh a ll be arguing la te r  that at th is  

date,Dryden seems sometimes to  have responded more in  h is renderings to  

th e  strangeness of Ovid’s v ision  than to  i t s  unexpected beauty. Never

th e le s s ,  what he has achieved in  Examen Poeticum gives us confidence to
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b eliev e  that i t  was an in terest  of broadly th is  kind that came to  draw 

him more and more to the poem in  the l6 9 0 ’s .

In h is (possib ly  s lig h t ly  dishonest) remarks on Sandys’ Ovid in  the

Dedication to  Examen Poeticum, Dryden commented that ’the greatest part’

of ’Ovid’s Poetry’ had ’evaporated’ in  Sandys’ version, and remarked of

h is own renderings ;

I h a v e ...g iv en  him h is  own turns, both on the Words 
and on the Thou^t; IVhich I cannot say are in im itab le, 
because I have Copyed them: and so may others, i f  they
use the same d iligen ce: But certa in ly  they are
wonderfully Graceful in  th is  P o e t.l

(Kinsley^ IT̂ 7%)

I hope enough has already been done in  th is  Chapter to  c la r ify  the 

connection between these two thoughts. ’Ovid’s Poetry’ , the overa ll 

s p ir it  and perspective on th ings to be found in h is  work, was now seen

1. Dryden remarks (Kinsley, I I ,  796) that he hadn’t  read Sandys’
tran sla tion  since he was a boy. However, he echoes i t  constantly in  
h is  own version. The C alifornia ed itors (IV, 702) in terpret h is  
remark as a ta c t ic a l  l i e .  However, as we saw in  Chapter One, i t  
i s  ju st p ossib le  that Dryden had retained large chunks of Sandys 
in  h is  memory from schooldays. Also, though he used both 
ed ition s of Sandys’ tran sla tion  ( sometimes during the course 
of one episode) for the Ovid versions in  Fables (bhereby 
demonstrating conclusively that he must, at le a s t ,  have re-read  
Sandys before 1699 -  he could hardly have 1-uiown both ed ition s
by heart) there i s  no evidence that he used any other than the 
1632 ed ition  of Sandys (or one of i t s  derivatives) for  
Examen Poeticum.
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by Dryden, in  the act of tra n sla tin g , to  be inseparable from h is w itty  

surface, and the ’turns’ were seen to  be, at th e ir  b est, not ju st  

’g l it te r in g  T r if le s ’ , but verbal figures which allowed and created  

the reader a particu lar, and valuable, se t of mental responses to  the 

subject being treated .^

1. Dryden’s phrase in  the Preface to  Fables . In Ovid’s
Metamorphoses : An Introduction to  the Basic Aspects 
(Oxford , 1975), Professor G.Karl Galinsky suggests that the  
main e ffe c t  of the ’turns’ i s  to  ’make the reader aware of the  
controlling  presence of the poet’ (p .21) who thus ’makes h is own 
presence f e l t  and forces the reader to  think of Ovid, the ranconteur’ 
(p .20). I hope the cumulative e ffe c t  of the argument of th is  
chapter w i l l  suggest that Dryden, at le a s t ,  saw Ovid’s ’turns’ as 
having a rather broader and more conç)lex function, one which creates 
a perspective on the substance of the ta le  i t s e l f  rather than sin g ly  
putting the focus (in  the lïianner of some novels) on the mediating 
consciousness of the t e l l e r .
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(v) Ovid’s gods

In h is  rendering of Ovid’s gods we have ample confirmation that 

Dryden saw the universe which Ovid had depicted in  the Metamorphoses as 

decidedly amoral and unMiltonic, a universe with no-one firm ly in  control, 

and with gods vho are in  no sense paragons o f v ir tu e .

Throughout h is  c r i t ic a l  prose ̂ Dryden, l ik e  many other l ite r a r y  men 

o f h is  day, was constantly in  two minds about the very p o s s ib il ity  of a 

modem poet being able to  make proper use of the C lassica l gods in  h is  

work, or being able to  draw for  h is  ’machinery’ on the figu res of the  

Christian r e lig io n . While fe e lin g  drawn to  the ’gods and s p ir i t s ’ which 

’ compose the most noble parts’ o f many of the w riters whom he most 

admired, he a lso  was conscious of the dangers of becoming merely 

d eriv a tiv e , or of f i l i n g  in to  ab su rd ities, i f  one used the 01ynç)ians.^

He had a lso  taken to  heart Soileau’s reservations about using Christian
2

’machinery’ . He was la te r  to  have h is  fears anç)ly confirmed when he saw 

how in ep tly  the gods had been handled ty  S ir  Richard Blackmore in  h is  

Prince Arthur (1695) and King Arthur (1697).^

1 . ’Of Heroic Plays. An Essay’ , S co tt, IV, 21. Watson ( i ,  160) suggests 
(fn .3 ) that Dryden’s remarks here are merely a ta c t ic a l  reply to  
Devenant, and that h is  la te r  reservations about ’machinery’ 
represent h is  ’rea l opinion’ . But t h is ,  I  would suggest, omits
the very inport ant evidence of the poems them selves.

2. As expressed in  L’Art Poétique. See lin e s  507-671 of the Soame/Oryden 
version (K insley, I ,  348-350). For Dryden’s own thoughts on the subject, 
see the ’Discourse concerning S a tir e ’ (S co tt, XH , 22-30) and L etters, 
ed. Ward, p .71.

3 . As he remarked in  the Preface to  Fables (K insley, IV, 1462).
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But, as in  the case of h is  w riting on tra n sla tio n , and h is  remarks 

on certain  authors, Dryden’ s c r i t ic a l  prose was not always f u l ly  adequate 

to  convey, or even recognise, the d iscoveries he had made, or would la te r  

make, in  the act of p o etica l composition i t s e l f .  For, as has been recently  

pointed out, several years before Dryden was admitting defeat in  prose on 

the seemingly in p ossib le  subject of the C lassica l gods, he had produced, 

in  some of the tran sla tion s published in  Sylvae, portrayals of the gods 

w ritten  with such evident warmth that i t  i s  impossible to  view them merely 

as n e o -c la ss ic a l trappings.^

Dryden seems to  have been p articu lar ly  attracted in  these ep isodes, 

and la te r  in  h is  version of the Georgies. to  the p o ten tia l Lucretius and 

V irg il had found in  th e ir  portrayal of certa in  Roman d e it ie s  fo r  depiciting 

a sex u a lity  vdiich i s  powerful enough to  ru le a ll Nature (and overthrow 

the rule of Reason in  both the human and d ivine worlds) but a lso  ludicrous 

and comic in  some of i t s  e f fe c t s .  Lucretius and V ir g il, Dryden suggests  

in  these renderings, had used the tra d itio n a l Olympian personages to  

t e l l in g  creative e f fe c t ,  as pointers to  inport ant and paradoxical truths 

about sexual behaviour which we can a l l  recognise. And whatever he said  

in  h is  prose, Dryden’s in ter est in  the imaginative p o s s ib i l i t ie s  presented 

by the C lassica l gods was c lea r ly  developing rather than diminishing in  the  

poetry he was w riting in  the 1690’ s ,  notably in  such poems as Alexander’s 

Feast and the tran sla tion  o f The F irst Book o f Homer’s H ia s .

His in ter est  cannot, I th ink, be simply attributed to  the p o ten tia l 

he saw in  these d e it ie s  for burlesque . For while the C la ssica l gods

1. See T.A.Mason, Dryden’ s Chaucer, Chapter 3,  S ec t .4 .



217.

^re often portrayed in  Dryden*s la te r  poetry as comic f ig u re s , the  

poetry often  works to  enforce and underline th e ir  power as w e ll as the 

humour th e ir  behaviour gives r is e  to . In h is  version o f The Speech of  

Venus to  Vulcan, fo r  example, we, the readers, are ’seduced* by the  

insinuating w iles  of Venus as much as Mars was (Montaigne thought that 

t h is  was the e f fe c t  of V irg il’s orig in a l to o ) , and i f  Jove’s Love i s  shown, 

in  Alexander’ s Feast, to  be something which makes him rid iculous, i t  i s  

also  the means idiereby h is  d iv in ity  i s  revealed.

Dryden had been able in  1684, and was able again in  the la te  1690’s , 

to  portray th e subject of ’d ivine sex u a lity ’ with sympathetic d e ligh t and 

to  revel in  i t s  am orality. What seems to  in ter e st  him in  Ovid’s portrayal 

of Jove i s  the contenplationj^of a figure who combines promiscuous lu s ts  

with formidable powers. Dryden’s r e f le c tio n s  on h is  own experiences as 

the favoured poet at the court of a King who was him self th o u ^ t to  be 

nearly  as sexu a lly  prodigal as Chaucer’s Chanticleer but who at the same 

time was the Lord’ s Anointed can only have a ss isted  him in  h is  imaginative 

r e lish  of the ’d ivine sex u a lity ’ which he found portrayed in  the C lassica l 

gods.^ He was la te r  to  render, in  h is  version of the f i r s t  book o f the  

I l ia d , a Zeus who i s  seen simultaneously as a domestic-comedy husband with 

a ’roving eye’ and as a formidable presence at whose words h is  w ife  ’sate  

mute with Fear’ (764). But Dryden’s in te r e st  in  such a Jove cannot, I

1 . That the joke was a stock one can be seen from the notorious lampoon 
fo r  which Rochester was temporarily expelled from court. See The 
Complete Poems of John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, ed. D.Vieth (New 
Haven and London, 1968) pp.60-61.

2. See H.A.Mason’ s d iscussion  in  To Homer through Pope (London, 1972), 
pp. 51-60.
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th in k , be merely ascribed to  h is  having simply id e n tif ie d  in  Homer or 

Ovid, or read in to  them inappropriately, h is  contemporary concerns. I t  

seems to  be more the case that he came to  see in  the a n tics  of the Roman 

gods, as they had been portrayed by the p oets, a creative expression o f  

those same ’laws of Nature’ which accounted for  a l l  the paradoxes which 

had for a long time in terested  him in  th e sexual and tyrannical behaviour 

of monarchs.

Though Dryden’ s mind i s ,  again, often  tr a v e llin g  to  Milton when

ta lk in g  about Jove, he i s  c lea r ly  not attempting to  assim ila te  Ovid’s

god to  the Father of Paradise L ost. Indeed, one question we might w ell

ask ourselves a fte r  a reading of The F irst Book i s  whether Dryden intends

us to  see Jove in  the poem as an omnipotent immortal or an impotent

tyran t. At various places in  the tra n sla tio n  he seems to  be endowed with

a genuine power and majesty, for  example at the moment where he destroys

the g ia n ts . Here Dryden has drawn on the higher reg is ters  of th e  language

of Paradise Lost to  enhance the portentous nature of the events being

portrayed.^

Neve fo ret te r r is  securior arduus aether;
A ffectasse ferunt regnum ca e leste  Gigantas:
Altaque congestos stru x isse  ad sidera montes.
Tum pater omnipotens misso p erfreg it Olynpum 
Fulmine, & excussit subjecto P elio  Ossam.

(151-155)

Nor were the Gods themselves more sa fe  above; 
Against beleaguer’d Heav’n, the Gyants move:
H ills  p i l ’d on H il ls ,  on Mountains, Mountains l i e .  
To make th e ir  mad approaches to  the Skie.

1 . Cf. PL., I ,  175 (noted by C alifornia  and K insley), I I ,  1 7 0 ff.
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T i l l  Jove, no longer p a tien t, took h is  time 
T’ avenge with Thunder th e ir  audacious Crime;
Red Lightening p la id , along the Firmament,
And th e ir  demolish’t  Works to  p ieces rent.

(193-200)
Dryden s im ila r ly  draws on Milton at the moment where Jove i s  about to

address the assembled gods :

When a l l  were p la c ’d, in  Seats d is t in c t ly  known.
And he, th e ir  Father, had assum’d the Throne,
Upon h is  Iv ’ry Sceptre f i r s t  he lea n t.
Then shook h is  Head, that shook the Firmament ;
Air, Earth, and Seas, obey’d th ’ A lm i^ty nod:
And with a gen’ra l fea r , con fess’d the God.
At length with Indignation, thus he broke 
His awful s ile n c e , and the Pow’rs bespoke.

I was not more concern’d in  that debate 
Of Empire, when our Universal State  
Was put to  hazard, and the Giant Race 
Our Captive S k ies, were ready to  imbrace:
For th o’ the Foe was f ie r c e ,  the Seeds o f a ll  
R ebellion, sprung from one Original;
Now, wheresoever ambient waters g lid e .
Al l  are corrupt, and a l l  must be destroy’d.

(229-244)

Again, Ovid’s Jove i s  touched in  Dryden’ s rendering with a ttr ib u tes  of the  

M iltonic God. ’Their Father’ (230) i s  Dryden’ s add ition . The couplet 

immediately preceding Jove’ s speech (su b sta n tia lly  expended from Ovid’s 

1.181) i s  w ritten  in  a d elib erate im itation  of severa l sim ilar circumstances 

in  M ilton’s ep ics, and the opening of the speech i t s e l f  i s  invested with  

the sweeping grandeur of a M iltonic period, and cast in  language much of  

which had been charged with a sp ec ia l s ign ifican ce  by M ilton.^ The other 

gods acknowledge Jove with ’ fea r ’ (233 -  another addition of Dryden’s ) .

Yet th is  touch, and another one in  the same passage, the three lin e s

1 . Cf. PL, I ,  83; DC, 895; IV, 43



220.

Upon h is  Iv ’ry Sceptre f i r s t  he lea n t.
Then shook h is  Head, that shook the Firmament;
A ir, Earth, and Seas, obey’d th ’ Almighty nod;

(291-3)

seem also  to  accommodate other p ossib le  ways o f looking at Jove than that

of solemn reverence. By the ’turn’ which he introduces in  1.232, Dryden

ind icates that he takes Ovid’s im itation  (179-80) of the famous nod of 

Homer’ s Zeus to  be, i f  not openly comic, at le a s t  not en tir e ly  solemn.^ 

And i s  the other gods’ ’fea r’ of Jove that due to  a righteous God or that 

f e l t  towards a tyrant who happens to  be in  command a t that moment? Jove’s 

power i s ,  we know from elsewhere in  the poem, by no means absolute or 

permanent. He has him self deposed ’Good Saturne’ (144) a fte r  whose

reign h is  i s  a d ec lin e , a ’S ilv er  Age’ which i s  given in  Dryden’s version
2

some of the a ttr ib u tes  of M ilton’ s portrayal o f l i f e  a fte r  the F a ll.
k f

And even though he declares (256) that as^has heaven and earth at h is  

command, he chooses the flood as a way of wiping out mankind, sin ce he
3

fears that i f  he s ta r ts  a f ir e  he might bum heaven down I As we have

seen, h is  governing of the waves in  the flood  can hardly be described as 

’con tro l’ . His fe llo w  gods, contemplating the future holocaust, show an 

almost Lucretian lack of p ity  for  Man, and seem most worried about the  

neglect of th e ir  worship that w i l l  ensue.^ Jove’s d ivine assembly i s  a 

’General Council’ (214 ; Dryden here working in  a s ly  a llu sion  to

1 . See A.G.Lee, e d ., P.Ovidi Nasonis Metamorphoseon, Liber I  (Cambridge, 
1953), p .93, fo r  Ovid’s ,  and other Roman p oets’ , im itations of I lia d ,  
I ,  528-30 .

2. Cf. PI  ̂ X, 6 5 1 ff .;  668-75; 106o.
3 . Cf. l in e s  349-50 with ^  I ,  742; I I ,  1049.
4 . Captured in  the pun on ’waste’ in  l in e  333, where Dryden leaves i t

d e lib era te ly  ambiguous whether they’re worried about the devastation
or merely the gap that man’s destruction w i l l  leave.
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Cromwellian tim es). His court i s  a place of modem ’ c la ss-d istin ctio n *

( 222- 225) not a m illion  m iles (sp ir itu a lly  i f  not geographically), Dryden

suggests, from one much better-known to  h is  readers :

This p lace, as far as Earth with Heav’n may v ie ,
I  dare to  c a ll the Loovre of the Skie.

(227-8)

Scott objected to  th is  touch, and others lik e  i t  in  Dryden’s

tran sla tion s;

These expressions, proper to  modem manners, often  
produce an unfortunate confusion between the age in  
which the scene i s  la id , and the date of the tra n sla tio n .
No judicious poet i s  w illin g  to  break .Üie in te r e st  of a 
ta le  of ancient tim es, by a llu sion s peculiar to h is  own 
period; but when the tra n sla to r , instead of id en tify in g  
him self as c lo se ly  as p ossib le  w ith the or ig in a l author, 
pretends to such lib e r ty , he removes us a th ird  step  
from the time of action, and so confounds the manners 
of no le s s  than three d is t in c t  areas, -  that in  which 
the scene i s  la id , that in  which the poem was w ritten , 
and th a t, f in a lly ,  in  vrtiich the tran sla tion  was 
executed.

(1.512-3)

Ovid had, however, him self alluded at the equivalent point in  h is  tex t

(176) to  the ’P a la tia ’ , thus i n f u s i n g | himself, two of S co tt’s ’d is t in c t  

areas’ , and I  think i t  can be argued that Dryden has here replaced Sandys’ 

mere ’updating’ of Ovid’s ’P a la tia ’ ( ’Heaven’s Whit e-H all’ ) with a much 

more pointed touch and one which concentrates in  i t s e l f  the ambivalence 

which Dryden seems to  have f e l t  throughout h is version about Ovid’s Jove.^ 

Englishmen of Dryden’ s day would, of course, have read ily  picked up 

the duplication  that ’vying with Heaven’ was ju st what the hated Louis 

was trying to  do; the more perceptive of them would a lso  have registered

1. Dryden had remembered Sandys’ joke in  1682. See K insley, I ,  262-3»
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how p rec ise ly  and w it t i ly  Dryden has imputed some of the ch ara cter istics  

of Louis’ palace to  Jove’s -  the Louvre being a palace ju st l ik e  that vdiich 

Ovid g ives Jove (a grand building surrounded by le sse r  on es). And they  

would a lso  surely  have recognised another resemblance -  th a t, th ou ^

French, i t  was genuinely grander than anything that th is  sid e  o f the  

Channel could boast at that date. Dryden’s se le c tio n  of th e  Louvre, then, 

would appear to  be not, as Scott suggested, merely a p iece of rather 

unfortunate updating, but en tire ly  in  tune with the w it t i ly  ambivalent 

stance which Dryden has taken up throughout in  portraying Ovid’ s Jove.

Jove’ s blend of arbitrary power and absolute immorality i s  a lso

shown in  h is  ro le  in  the lo  story at the end of The F irst Book as

’th ’Almighty Leacher’ . In h is  introduction to  the 1717 Metamorphoses Sir

Samuel Garth wryly observed,

I  was once representing the Metamorphoses, as an 
ex ce llen t System of Morality; but an i l lu s tr io u s  
Lady, whose le a s t  Advantage above her Sex, i s  that 
of being one of the greatest Princesses in  Europe, 
objected, that the loose and immodest S a lly s  o f  
Jupiter did by no means confirm my A ssertion.

(p.xv)

Dryden has enqphasised Jove’s lechery, f i r s t ,  in  the way he renders the  

moment in  Ovid where the god f ir s t  approaches lo  :

. . . p ete , d ixerat, umbras 
Altorum nemorum, (& nemorum monstraverat umbras)
Dum c a le t ,  & medio Sol e s t  a ltissim us orbe.
Quod s i  so la  times latebras in trare ferarum;
Praesidc tu ta  Deo nemorum secret a subib is;
Nec de plebe Deo, sed qui e a s ie s t ia  magna 
Sceptra manu teneo; sed qui vaga fulmina m itto.

(590-596)
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In Dryden’ s version , Jove’ s words become more c lea r ly  a ’Royal in v ita t io n ’ .

And by converting the parenthesis in  Ovid’s l in e  591 in to  d irect speech

Dryden allows us to  imagine and enjoy the scene more p rec ise ly , capturing

the swagger and generosity of the Royal ’proposal’ ; but at th e  same time

we are reminded of Jove’ s power, the power we have seen him exercise

e a r lie r  in  the poem :

The King of Gods, nor i s  thy Lover le s s .
In v ites  thee to  yon cooler Shades; to  shun 
The scorching Rays of the Meridian Sun.
Nor shalt thou tenpt the dangers of the Grove 
Alone, without a Guide; thy Guide i s  Jove.
No puny Pow’i; but he whose high Command 
Is  unconfin’d, who ru les the Seas and Land;
And tempers Thunder in  h is  awful hand.

(805-812)
Dryden has further played up Jove’s lechery in  the way he has d e ft ly  

exploited  the language of Restoration domestic comedy at the moment where 

Juno finds her husband absent;^ for  her, such escapades are obviously an 

everyday occuri*ence; even the f ie ld s  where Jove i s  roaming are (an extra  

joke in  Dryden’s version) ’f r u it f u l ’ :

Mean time the jealous Juno, from on high.
Survey’d the fr u it fu l  F ields of Arcady:
And wonder’d that the mist shou’d over-run 
The face of D a y - l i^ t ,  and obscure the Sun.
No Nat’r a l cause she found, from Brooks, or Bogs,
Or marshy Lowlands, to  produce the Fogs:
Then round the Skies she sought for  Ju p iter;
Her fa ith le s s  Husband; but no Jove was there:
Suspecting now the worst, or I ,  she sa id .
Am much mistaken, or am much betray’d.

(820-829)

1 . As he was la te r  to  do at the end of The F irst Book of Homer’ s H ia s .
J.Wart on remarked on Jove’s ’Dame, rest secure’ (1024) : ’A vulgar 
form indeed, unworthy of the god’ . See The P oetica l Works of John 
Dryden. . .  with notes by the Rev.Joseph Warton, D.D., e tc . (London. 1883)
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But i f  Dryden’ s in terest in  Ovid’s Jove i s  in  portraying a god who 

i s  sim ultaneously a powerful tyrant and an old lecher, he found in  the  

figu re o f Ovid’s Apollo an opportunity for portraying the ir r e s is ta b le  and 

d e lig h tfu l force of youthful sex u a lity  that had attracted him in  Sylvae 

and was to  fo m  a major centre of in ter est in  th e  Fables.

From the beginning of the t a le ,  Dryden has created with a great 

sureness of touch the* attractiven ess of the young god, h is  ’ immortal 

ch ild ish n ess' (613-20) and the heated sexual desire which possesses him.

He has allowed us to  f e e l  the impulses behind Apollo’ s passion a l l  the  

more t e l l in g ly ,  by expanding h is  portrayal of Daphne, the would-be servant 

of Diana, with sm all touches reminiscent of the famous portrayal of Venus 

in  the f ir s t  book of the Aeneid ;

. . .  fu g it a ltera  nomen amant i s ,
Silvarum la te b r is  captivarumque ferarum 
Exuviis gaudens, innuptaeque aemula Fhoebes,
V itta  coercebat p ositos sin e  lege c a p illo s .
Multi i l l  am p etiêre: i l i a  aversata patentes.
Inpatiens expersque v ir i ,  . . .

(474-479)

The scornful Damsel shuns h is  lo a th ’d Embrace:
In hunting Beasts of Prey, her Youth enploys;
And Phoebe Rivals in  her rural Joys.
With naked Neck she goes, and Shoulders bare;
And with a F i l le t  binds her flowing Hair.
By many Suitors sought, she mocks th e ir  pains.
And s t i l l  her vow’d V irg in ity  maintains.
Impatient of a Yoke, the name of Bride
She shuns, and hates the Joys she never tr y ’d . l

(636- 644 )

1 . Lines 639 and 642-3 are considerably expanded by Dryden, V ir g il’s 
passage (Aen. I ,  314ff) was a favourite of Dryden’s .  He la te r  drew on 
i t  in  Cymon and Iphigenia and Meleager and Atalanta. Spenser had 
im itated the passage in  h is  portrayal of Belphoebe (F ^  i i ,  3 , 2 2 ff) ,  
and Dryden drew on th is  rendering (as w ell as the or ig in a l) fo r  Cymon.
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And he has a lso  strengthened Ovid’s suggestion that her rejectio n  of h is

love i s  in  some ways unnatural:

. . .  votoque tuo tua forma répugnât.
(489)

For so much Youth, and so much Beauty joyn’d 
Oppos'd the S ta te , which her d esires design'd .

(659- 660)
ever

He also  allows us,/more than Ovid, to  see Daphne’ s allurements from

Apollo’ s point of view:

Sic Deus in  flammas a b iit :  s ic  pectore to to  
U ritur, & sterilem  sperando nut r i t  amorem.
Spectat inom atos coUo pende re c a p illo s .
Et, Quid s i  comantur? a i t .  v id et igne micantes 
Sideribus s im iles  ocu los. v idet oscula; quae non 
Est v id isse  s a t i s ,  laudat d ig itosque, manusque,
Brachiaque, & nudos media plus parte la cer to s .
Siqua la te n t , meliora p u ta t . ..

(495-502)

So bums the God, consuming in  d esire .
And feeding in  h is  Breast a f r u it le s s  Fire:
Her w e ll- tu m ’d Neck he view’d (her Neck was bare)
And on her Shoulders her d ish ev e l’d Hair;
Oh were i t  comb’d, said  he, with what a grace 
Wou’d every waving Curl, become her Face!
He view’d her Eyes, l ik e  Heavenly Lamps that shone.
He view’d her Lips, too sweet to  view alone.
Her taper Fingers, and her panting Breast; )
He praises a l l  he sees , and for the rest )
B elieves the Beauties yet unseen are best: )

(668-678)

A ll th is  makes h is  d esire something much more than mere lechery, and Daphne 

i s  much more than the merely passive su fferer  of arbitrarily-im posed torments 

that we see in  lo .  Dryden’s description  of Apollo’ s pursuit of Daphne 

humorously undercuts the assumed ’con tro l’ of the f lo r id ly  b oastfu l rhetoric  

with which he’d courted her.^

1 . Emphasised by Dryden in  lin e s  685ff, e sp ec ia lly  l in e  692.
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She heard not h a lf; so fu riou sly  she f l i e s ;
And on her Ear, th ’ inqperfect accent d ie s .
Fear gave her Wings; and as she f le d , the wind 
Increasing, spread her flowing Hair behind:
And l e f t  her Legs and Thighs expos’d to  view;
Which made the God more eager to  pursue.
The God was young, and was too h otly  bent 
To lo se  h is  time in  enqpty Compliment.
But led  by Love, and f i r ’d with such a s ig h t.
Impetuously pursu’d h is  near d e lig h t.

(709-718)

We are allowed to  entertain  more than one point of view both about the

lu sty  young god and the f le e in g  maiden, and by th is  point in  the ta le  our

sense of the pervading, ir r e s is ta b le  and now predatory love of Apollo and

the d e lica te  vu ln erab ility  of Daphne i s  in extricab ly  bound up with the pace

and vigour of the story  i t s e l f ,  and the brisk  race of Dryden’s couplets.

In the s im ile  that immediately follows^ Dryden recreates the drama of the

moment by drawing on the country-language of h is own day.^

As vdien t h ’ impatient Greyhound s l ip t  from far .
Bounds O’re the Glebe to  course the fea r fu l Hare,
She in  her speed, does a l l  her sa fety  lay;
And he with double speed pursues the Prey;
0 ’re-runs her at the s it t in g  tu m , and lic k s  
His Chaps in  vain, and blows upon the F lix;
She scapes, and for the neighb’ring Covert s tr iv e s .
And gaining sh e lter , doubts i f  yet she l iv e s :
I f  l i t t l e  things with great we may compare.
Such was the God, and such the f ly in g  Fair.
She urg’d by fear , her fe e t  did sw ift ly  move;
But he more sw ift ly , who was urg’d by Love.
He gathers ground upon her in  th e chace:
Now breaths upon her Hair, with nearer pace;
And ju st i s  f a s t ’ning on the w ish’d Embrace. 2

(719-733)

1 . As Scott and other commentators point out, Dryden i s  here drawing on
h is  e a r lie r  version of the same s im ile  in  Annus M irab ilis , 521-8.

2. 1.730 i s  a very good example of a ’turn’ which is n ’t  merely a s t y l i s t i c
device, but which releases a genuine perception about, and perspective  
on,Apollo’ s behaviour.
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A ll the resources of Dryden’ s art have thus here worked to  create a 

s itu a tio n  of deadlock which could only be resolved, as i t  were, by a 

m iracle. We would certa in ly  not be s a t is f ie d  with th e rape of Daphne as 

a conclusion. But neither would the permanent and absolute fru stration  

of Apollo’s d esires (which have been so warmly, even lo v in g ly , rendered) 

be an acceptable ending to  the story . The metamorphosis which follow s  

provides ju st the resolution  we want.^ A ll the pleasures and in te r e sts  of

the t a le ,  as they have been carefu lly  prepared for  us, come together in
2

Daphne’s transform ation: Daphne i s  required to  give up her resistan ce with

1. A recent commentator on Marvell has w ritten  in te r e st in g ly  on the subject 
of ’reso lu tio n ’ in  the Metamorphoses :

. . .there i s  a cumulative sense in  the Metamorphoses 
of rest and r e l ie f  in  being changed out of human l i f e . . .  
the speech of Pythagoras at the end of the Met amorphoses 
suggests that even th ou ^  they m ercifu lly  lo se  human 
consciousness, the changed creatures remain part of the  
universal f lu x , . . .

See S.Shrapnel, The Poetry of Andrew Marvell (Unpublished HiD D issertation , 
U niversity of Nottingham, 1971), p .105.
See a lso , H.Frankel, Ovid : a Poet between two Worlds p .78 ;

. .  .the miraculous metamorphosis remedied a defect which 
could never be healed in  the natural world. The fabulous 
nature of the Metamorphoses made i t  p ossib le  to  o ffe r  h a lf-  
sa tis fa c to ry  so lu tion s for  s itu a tio n s which were en tir e ly  
hopeless otherwise. Daphne’s lover Apollo was lik ew ise  only 
h a lf frustrated; he chose the la u re l tree  for h is  personal 
plant and has ever sin ce been wearing a branch of i t  on h is  
head. Thus Daphne was, in  a way, wedded to  the god a fte r  a l l .

2. Dryden has, i t  w i l l  be noticed, considerably strengthened the suggestion  
that the la u re l a lso  denotes p oetic  immortality.
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her earth ly l i f e  (though she retains e s se n tia l aspects of her form)

and Apollo h is  ardent lu sts ;  she i s  serenely  gratefu l fo r  the new ro le

which the god gives her :

Scarce had she f in is h ’d, when her Feet she found 
Benumm’d with cold , and fa sten ’d to  the Ground:
A film y rind about her Body grows;
Her Hair to  Leaves, her Arms extend to  Boughs:
The Nymph i s  a l l  in to  a Lawrel gone:
The smoothness of her Skin, remains alone.

Yet Phoebus loves her s t i l l ,  and casting round 
Her Bole, h is  Arms, some l i t t l e  warmth he found.
The Tree s t i l l  panted in  th ’ u n fin ish ’d part.
Not vdioUy vegetive , and heav’d her Heart.
He f ix t  h is  Lips upon the trembling Rind;
I t  swerv’d aside, and h is  Embrace d e c lin ’d.
To whom the God, because thou can’s t  not be 
My M istress, I  espouse thee fo r  my Tree:
Be thou the prize of Honour and Renown;
The death less Poet, and the Poem crown.
Thou shalt the Roman F estiv a ls  adorn.
And, a fter  Poets, be by Victors worn.
Thou shalt returning Caesar’s Triumph grace;
When Pomps sh a ll in  a long Procession pass.
Wreath’d on the Posts before h is  Palace wait;
And be the sacred Guardian of the Gate.
Secure from Thunder, and unharm’d by Jove,
Unfading as th ’ immortal Pow’rs above:
And as the locks of Phoebus are unshorn.
So sh a ll perpetual green thy Boughs adorn.
The gratefu l Tree was p lea s’d with what he sed;
And shook the shady Honours of her Head.

(742-769)
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(v i)  The ’ Inhumane Human’ and the bizarre e f fe c ts  of love

One main stimulus behind Dryden’s d ecision  to  tra n sla te  the whole of  

The F irst Book in  1692 (where h is  custom h ith erto  had been to  tra n sla te  only 

those short episodes from C lassica l poets in  which he had developed a 

sp ec ia l in te r e st)  was, I have suggested, the d esire to  lay  the foundation- 

stone of the complete English Metamorphoses then being planned. The choice 

of the other two episodes (from Ovid’ s books DC and XIII) which he included  

in  Examen Poeticum, and which I have suggested he had already completed 

before sending Tonson the completed F irst Book, might be thought to  provide 

scmie h elp fu l clues as to  the sp ecia l in te r e s ts  which f ir s t  drew him again 

to  Ovid’s poem. I sh a ll devote th is  la s t  sec tio n  to  two in terre la ted  

in ter e sts  of th is  kind which are prominent in  these episodes but which are 

also evident in  places in  The F irst Book. Both are in ter e sts  which had 

existed  in  Dryden’s other work before he re-discovered the Metamorphoses, 

but which the act of tran sla tion  gave him ample scope to  develop and 

extend.

One se t  of r e flec tio n s  which Ovid’s poem seems to  have encouraged in  

Dryden (as we have seen in The F irst Book) , and which became one of th e  

central preoccupations of h is  la s t  volume, the Fables, concerns the problem 

of man’s ’humanity’ and the factors that might be thought (r ig h tly  or 

wrongly) to  d iffer en tia te  him from the b easts. Just as Montaigne had 

questioned in  some of h is  Essays the sup eriority  which Man a ffe c ts  towards 

the animals, and took deligh t in  revealing the many ways in  which th is  

sup eriority  could appear a mere i l lu s io n , Dryden seems to  have found in  

the experience of tran sla tin g  Ovid’ s s to r ie s  various opportunities fo r  

im aginative portrayal of ’the beast in  man’ , and of the various ways in
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which Man’s conduct can be illum inated by exploring the circumstances in  

which i t  comes nearest to  that of the animals or to  the monstrous. ^

In particu lar he discovered in  Ovid another treatment of the subject 

that had so in terested  him in  others of h is  favourite Roman poets (such 

as Lucretius, or the V irg il of the Georgies) -  that Man comes nearest to  

the beasts in  the area of love. This thought, put bald ly , could, of course, 

be the b asis  of a cynical or n ih i l i s t i c  treatment, a Timon-like demonstration 

that Man i s  a mere beast and therefore d isgu stin g , a l l  h is  claims to  d ign ity  

and lordship over the earth being ju st absurd delusions. In some of the 

Fables and Alexander’s Feast Dryden seems to  have had the confidence 

p o s it iv e ly  to  revel in , and to  portray with a gen ia l d e lig h t, what we might 

c a l l  the ’g lo r io u sly  absurd’ way in  which lovers behave. He was, for  

exanple, in  h is  presentation of Alexander, able to  extend to  the treatment 

of human love some of the in clusiveness that we have seen him achieve in  

1692 in  portraying the figure of the d ivine lover, Apollo.

His imagination in  Examen Poeticum, however, does seem a lso  to  have 

been captured by Ovid’s portrayal of some of the more bizarre and le s s  

d e lig h tfu l resemblances between man and beast. This can be seen , for  

exanple, in  h is  handling of the metamorphosis of lycaon, where from the 

very s ta r t Dryden has stressed  lycaon’s lack of some of the most valuable 

human q u a litie s ;  lycaon’s door i s  ’Unhospitable’ (285). Indeed, h is  whole 

way of receiving Jove i s  a grotesque inversion of the behaviour of some of 

the most touchingly ’humane’ characters in  Dryden -  Evander, the Hind, and

1. For Montaigne’s views, see p articu larly  the Apology fo r  Raymond de Sebonde.



231.

Baucis and Philemon. Dryden plays up the horror of the s to iy  by stressin g

that the morsels which lycaon o ffers Jove are ’mangl’d’ , and by the grim

pun in  11.302-3,

Some part he Roasts; then serves i t  up, so d rest.
And bids me welcome to  th is  Humane Feast.

a pun which consciously ex p lo its  both the p ossib le  meanings o f ’humane’

(allowing the phrase to  mean both ’ a fe a s t  comprising the f le sh  o f humans’

and ’a fe a st  lacking "humanity"’ ) .  The fa c t that the words are spoken by

Jove lends them an extra sign ifican ce  s t i l l .  He seems almost to  be asking,

’What e ls e  can you expect from these humans? ’ . Dryden makes lycaon’s

metamorphosis i t s e l f  much more d eta iled  than i t  i s  in  the Latin, having

prepared us, with lycaon’s ’grin ’ in  1.288 for  a transformation in  Wiich

Lycaon’s true character i s  revealed rather than being r e a lly  changed.^

The Tyrant in  a fr ig h t, for  sh e lte r , gains
The Neighb’ring F ie ld s, and scours along the p la in s .
Howling he f le d , and fa in  he wou’d have spoke;
But Humane Voice, h is  Brutal Tongue forsook.
About h is  l ip s ,  the gather’d foam he chums, )
And, breathing slaughters, s t i l l  with rage he bum s, )
But on the b leating Flock, h is  fury turns. )
His Mantle, now h is  Hide, w ith rugged hairs
Cleaves to  h is  back, a famish’d face he bears.
His arms descend, h is  shoulders sink away.
To m ultiply h is  leg s  for  chace of Prey.
He grows a Wolf, h is  hoariness remains.
And the same rage in  other Members reigns.
His eyes s t i l l  sparkle in  a narr’wer space:
His jaws reta in  the grin , and vio lence of fa ce .

(306-320)

Thus, when Jove declares, in  Dryden’ s version (a phrase which has no 

equivalent in  the L atin),

Mankind’s a Monster, 

we recognise that the point of the story  i s  being ’clinched’ fo r  u s.

1. For lycaon’s grin , c f .  l in e  320. This metamorphosis i s  discussed by 
W.Frost in  Dryden ^ d  the Art of Translation (1955; rp t.
New York , 1 9 6 9 ) ,  pp.éO-6l.
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Though i t  would be dangerous to  make too d irect biographical connections

here, i t  i s  tenpting to  speculate that there may be some re la tio n  (a lb e it

a couplex one) between the r e lish  with which Dryden has recaptured lycaon*s

’m onstrosity*, and the way he has, e a r lie r  in  The F irst Book, coloured and

strengthened Ovid’s portrayal of the Iron Age with thoughts suggested by

m editation on h is  own tim es i^ d  the occasionally  misanthropie outbursts

which he was making in  the early  1690’s ,  such as t h is  from the Examen

Poeticum Dedication :

, • • Why am I grown Old, in  seeking so barren 
a Reward as Fame? The same Parts and A pplication, 
which have made me a Poet, m i^ t  have r a is ’d me to  any 
Honours of the Gown, which are often  given to  Men of  
as l i t t l e  Learning and le s s  Honesty than my s e l f .  No 
Government has ever been, or ever can be, wherein 
Time-servers and Blockheads w i l l  not be uppennost.
The Persons are only chang’d, but the same juglings  
in  S ta te , the same Hypocrisie in  R elig ion , the same 
S e lf-In te r e s t , and Mis-management, w i l l  remain fo r  
ever. Blood and Mony w i l l  be la v ish ’d in  a l l  Ages, 
only for  the Preferment of new Faces, with old  
Consciences. There i s  too often  a Jaundise in  the  
Eyes of Great Men; they see not those they r a ise , in  
the same Colours with other Men. A ll whom they a ffe c t ,  
look Golden to  them; when the Gilding i s  only in  th e ir  
own distenper’d S ight. These Considérations, have given  
me a kind of Contenpt for  those who have risen  by unworthy 
ways. I  am not asham’d to  be L it t le ,  Wien I  see them so 
Infamously Great.

(K insley, I I ,  790-791)

Later in  the same Dedication Dryden actu a lly  refers to  h is  own times as 

’th is  Iron Age’ . Such outbursts (rare as they are) perhaps in d icate  that

1. And ( c f .  184-192, 175-6) by the a c t iv it ie s  of M ilton’s d e v ils . See 
RL, VI, 516-17 (noted in  C aliforn ia ). S im ilarly , the Golden Age i s  
coloured with Horatian notions of ’content’ . For l in e  129, Dryden has 
drawn on Spenser (EQ,, V, Pr9, 5, almost verbatim) for h is  expression of 
the horrors of war.

2. K insley, I I ,  797.
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Dryden had n ot, at th is  date, quite fu U y  achieved the seren ity  he so 

d esired .

The b asic  situ a tio n  of The Fable of Acis Polyphemus and Galatea i s  

summed up in  a passage near the beginning, Wiere Dryden’s additions show 

that h is  mind was on matters in  some ways c lose  to  those which he had 

id e n tif ie d  in  the lycaon story;

• . .nenpe i l l e  im m itis, & ip s is  
Horrendus s i l v i s ,  & v isu s ab hospite nullo  
Dnpune, & magni cum DÎs contemtor Olympi;
Quid s i t  amor se n tit:  nostrique cupidine captus 
Uritur; ob litu s pecorum antrorumque suorum.

(759-763)

The Cyclops, Wio d e f i ’d th ’ AEtherial Throne,
And thought no Thunder louder than h is  own.
The terrour of the Woods, and w ilder far  
Than Wolves in  P lains, or Bears in  Forrests are,
Th’Inhumane Host, who made h is  bloody Feasts 
On mangl’d Members, of h is  butcher’d Guests,
Yet f e l t  the force of Love, and f ie r c e  D esire,
And burnt for me, with unrelenting F ire.

(17-24)

I f  Dryden had been led to  Ovid as part of h is  Lucretian programme 

’to  study Nature’s Laws’ , i t  i s  c lear  that he had been led  to  d iscover  

in  th is  particu lar episode the operations of Nature in  a l l  th e ir  p ecu lia r ity . 

That he certa in ly  was making the connection with Lucretius and Ovid (and 

seeing that Ovid had done the same before him) i s  revealed in  th e  way in  

which he invokes the ’ f ie r c e  D esire’ (Dryden’s addition in  1 .23) Wiich 

has overcome Polyphemus;

...p r o  quanta p oten tia  regni 
Est, Venus alma, tu i!  . . .

(757-8)
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Thee, Venus « th ee, both Heav»n and Earth obey;
Immense thy Pow’r , and boundless i s  thy Sway.l

(15- 16)

The resu lts  of Venus* *boundless sway* are, of course, in  th is  instance, 

comic and grotesque in the extreme, and Dryden has done everything he can 

to  play up the humour of the * Giant Lover*, enç^asising the ludicrousness 

of h is  comb (27) and h is  * w histle* (57-61), making h is  tone seem (99-102) 

l ik e  a grotesque parody of Jove*s * patronage* in  The F irst Book, rendering 

him (171-2) a * contempt or divum*; the crowning absurdity i s  h is  ca llin g
p

Galatea * inhumane* (188) fo r  her disdaining of him.

Yet w hile in  a sense Venus i s  mocked by having such a one as Polyphemus 

as her servant, the e ffe c t  of the humour i s  not merely to  parody her power. 

His speech to  Galatea i s  made, at some p o in ts, genuinely b ea u tifu l, and 

Dryden has emphasised th is  element in  h is  version by building in to  h is  

language d e lica te  suggestions of modem love-poetry, and an almost 

Marvelllan w it (110-111), and by colouring the picture which Polyphemus 

paints of h is  flocks and mode of l i f e  with touches of the Golden Age and 

the Horatian id ea l of rural l i f e  which, as we have seen, he had him self

1 . Cf. *Lucretius The Beginning of the F irst Book* :
Thee, Goddess th ee, the clouds and tenç>ests fea r .
And at thy p leasing presence disappear : (7-8)

Dryden echoed the lin e s  again in  Palamon and A rcite , i i i ,  135.
*Alma Venus* i s  the opening phrase of l in e  2 of De Rerum Natura, and 
Ovid*s audience would have presumably recognised the a llu sion  immediately.

2. The *dreadful h iss*  of 1.61 surely  depends p artly  for  i t s  comic e ffe c t  
on our remembrance of jgL.,X, 508 : *A dismal universal h is s , . . . *
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so ser io u sly  rendered in  S y l v a e The touches remain a ttra c tiv e , even 

w hile we are conscious a l l  the time of who i s  speaking.

The metamorphosis which comes at the end of the Polyphemus story  i s ,  

however, handled in  a fa ir ly  peremptory way both by Dryden and Ovid -  

a l l  the energy has gone in to  creating the s itu a tio n  rather than provoking 

thought about i t s  consequences or reso lu tion . This cannot be sa id , I  th in k ,

about the other short episode from the Metamorphoses which Diyden included
2

in  Examen Poeticum, The Fable of Iphis and lanthe. The point o f th is  

story depends on our recognition th a t, however soph isticated  the handling 

or remote the s e tt in g , the s itu a tio n  depicted therein  has a d e f in ite  b a sis  

in  human experience, and i s  a s itu a tio n  which, we know, can g ive r is e  to  

great anguish and misery to  those experiencing i t .  The choice of t h is  

episode was presumably Dryden*s own, since i t  does not seem to  have been 

tr a d it io n a lly  one of the most famous sectio n s of the Metamorphoses. and, 

unlike many of the episodes which Dryden tran sla ted , there had been, as 

fa r  as I  know, no previous separate tra n sla tio n  or adaptation o f the story
3

in  English.

1 . The introduction of the * r is in g  l i l i e s *  in  1.6? (not warranted by the  
Latin) perhaps owes something to  Ben Jonson*s widely im itated th ird  
stanza (beginning, *Have you seen but a bright l i l y  grow.. .*)  from
A Celebration of Charis. . .  4 . Her Triumph (Ben Jonson, Poems, ed.
I.Donaldson f  Oxford : Oxford U niversity  Press, 1975 7 p .133). For 
the * Household Dainties* c f .  *From Horace, Epod. ^ . * ,  11 .70 ,72 . For 
the *savage boar* c f .  ib id .,  11. 48-49.

2. The C alifornia ed itors remark, however (IV, 729) of both s to r ie s  :
The ultim ate reso lu tion  of each dilemma i s  le s s  in terestin g  to  
Dryden than i t s  in te n s if ic a t io n  during the course of the story*s  
r e te l l in g .

3 . Sandys (1632 ed itio n , pp. 334-5) uses i t  p r in cip a lly  as a means of 
unloading h is  knowledge of Egyptian lo r e .
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S co tt’s remarks on the poem s tre ss  the various ways in  which Dryden

has expanded and underlined Ovid’s much ’ cooler’ handling of Iphis*

predicament and her f in a l  transformation.^

The story  of Iphis in  the Metamorphoses i s  much 
more b lu n tly  to ld  by the English poet than by Ovid.
In short, where there was a la titu d e  given fo r  
coarseness of description  and expression, Dryden 
has always too read ily  la id  hold of i t .

(S cott, I ,  518)

The greater ex p lic itn ess  of Dryden*s version , however, does not, I  th ink ,

amount to  anything we could ju s t ly  c a l l  a greater prurience, even in  the

account of the f in a l  metamorphosis i t s e l f :

Mater abit tenp lo . sequitur comes Iphis euntem,
Quam s o l i t a  e s t ,  majore gradu: nec candor in  ore 
Permanet; & v ires  augentur; & acrior ip se  e s t  
Vultus: & incomtis brevior mensura c a p i l l i s .
Plus que v ig o r is  adest, habuit quam foemina. jam, quae 
Foemina nuper eras, puer e s .

(785-790)

Forth went the Mother with a beating Heart:
Nob much in  fear , nor fu lly  s a t i s f i ’d;
But Iphis fo llow ’d with a larger str id e:
The whiteness of her Skin forsook her Face;
Her looks emboldn’d, with an awful Grace;
Her Features and her Strength together grew;
And her long Hair, to  curling Locks withdrew.
Her sparkling Eiyes, with Manly Vigour shone.
Big was her Voice, Audacious was her Tone.
The la ten t Parts, at length revea l’d, began 
To shoot, and spread, and burnish in to  Man.
The Maid becomes a Youth;

(189-200)
Dryden*s additions here seem not simply designed to  produce a snigger.

In in v itin g  us to  consider very ca refu lly , both here and e a r lie r  in  the  

poem, the p o ten tia lly  ’tricky* subject of just what i t  i s  that does

1. Confirmed by the C alifornia  ed itors (IV, 731) who refer  to  11.197-9  
as *Dryden*s p h a llic  and R estoration -lik e addition*.
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d iffe r en tia te  male from female beauty, he has prepared us to  see her 

transformation as an organic growth (almost a metamorphosis in  the modem 

b io lo g ic a l sen se), and sanething which, fo r  a l l  i t s  strangeness, we would 

want to  c a l l  ’natural*. Iphis* transformation i s  a sa tisfy in g^ reso lu tion  

of a p o ten tia lly  painfu l dilemma th a t, fo r  a l l  i t s  p ecu lia r ity , we can 

recognise as having a genuine b asis  in  Nature.

Yet the successfu l handling of such a subject c lea r ly  depends on the 

poet having achieved a great deal of control in  the p recise  degree of 

involvement which he allows us with the characters and s itu a tio n . The 

very se ttin g  of the t a le ,  among the quaint trappings of Egyptian r e lig io n , 

has the e ffe c t  of removing i t  to  a realm that i s  in  some respects not 

quite our world, and Dryden has enqphasised t h is  by going to  Spenser fo r  

some of h is  Egyptian d e ta il.^  He has a lso  carefu lly  followed Ovid’s 

sc ep tic a l addition on the occasion of Telethusa’s f i r s t  v is io n , which

tea ses  the reader with whether the ta le  i s  to  be accepted as ’fact* :

Inachis ante torum, pompa comitata suorum,
Aut s t e t i t ,  aut v isa  e s t .

(686-7)

She saw, or thought she saw, before her Bed 
A glorious Train, and I s i s  at th e ir  head :

(31-32)

And the very order of events in  the ta le  (Telethusa’s v is io n  o f I s i s  

coming immediately a fter  lygdus* declaration  that th e ir  daughter, i f  they  

have one, must d ie) prepares us fo r  the f in a l  resolution  and prevents us

1 . Of. ^ . , v ,  7,  4; V, 7, 13; v, 7, 6 -7 . For lin e s  182ff, Dryden i s  
remembering Scene I  of A ll for  Love which i t s e l f  derives from EQ.. 
i i i ,  12, 3 and v, 7, 14. See R.N.Ringler, ’Dryden at the House of 
Busirane*, English S tu d ies, 49 (1968), 224-9.
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from developing a tra g ic  in terest in  Iph is. This frees  the t e l l e r  to  

present, in  Iphis* speech, a ’turned* and w itty  portrayal o f her dilemma

which allows us to  concentrate on the paradox of her predicament and the

exact way in  which i t  a ffec ts  her thought-processes:

And yet no Guards, against our Joys conspire;
No jealous Husband, hinders our desire:
My Parents are propitious to  my Wish 
And she her s e l f  consenting to  the b l i s s .
A ll th ings concur, to  prosper our Design:
A ll th ings to  prosper any Love but mine.
And yet I  never can enjoy the Fair:
*Tis past the Pow’r of Heav’n to  grant ny Pray’r .
Heav’n has been kind, as far as Heav’n can be;
Our Parents with our own desires agree.
But Nature, stronger than the Gods above.
Refuses her assistan ce to  my lo v e .
She se ts  the Bar, that causes a l l  my pain:
One G ift re fu s’d, makes a l l  th e ir  Bounty vain .
And now the happy day i s  ju st at hand.
To bind our Hearts in  Hymen’s Holy Band:
Our Hearts, but not our Bodies: thus, accurs’d.
In midst of water, I  complain of t h ir s t .
Why com*st thou, Juno, to  these barren R ites,
To b less  a Bed, defrauded of d eligh ts?
Or v h j  shou’d Hymen l i f t  h is  Torch on high.
To see two Brides in  cold Embraces lye?

(127-148)

Iphis* speech i s  not, I th ink , merely an example of ’Ovid the Rhetorician* 

fr ig id ly  concocting a ’t e s t  speech* fo r  Iphis and p u lling  the appropriate

foren sic  rabbits out of the hat. I t  i s  t iu e  that the w itty  handling

prevents the kind of inwardness with the character that would be allowed, 

say, by a Shakespearian so liloq u y , but i t  i s  a lso  true that each ’turn* 

i s  based on a very p recise  psychological observation. The w it allows us 

to  dwell on the e f fe c ts  of Iphis* passion rather than encouraging us to  

speculate on what might be the cause in  Nature of such a predicament. By 

holding us back from engaging with her predicament in  one way, Dryden can
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allow  us to  see that predicament in  other l i ^ t s  which a f u l l  enqpathy with 

the heroine would prevent, fo r  example a t the point in  her speech where she 

gives away her true fee lin g s  :

Know what thou a rt, and love as Maidens ought;
And drive these Golden Wishes from thy thought.

(123-124)

To summarise and conclude. A survey of the tra n sla tio n s from the 

Metamorphoses which Dryden included in  h is  Examen Poeticum suggests that 

he was drawn back to  Ovid’s poem fo r  a variety  o f in terrela ted  reasons.

In p articu lar , he seems to  have been attracted by Ovid’s detached point 

of view, h is  capacity to  view events and experiences which would, in  the 

normal course of l i f e ,  seem oveipoweringly traumatic w ith a cool but not 

ca llou s lo f t in e s s  or d istance, idiich allows the reader to  entertain  

sim ultaneously a wider spectrum of the possib le thoughts about those events 

than would be p ossib le  i f  th e  account allowed us to  become more personally  

involved with the characters or s itu a tio n . But he c lea r ly  did not think that 

the Ovidian detachment amounted to  a lack of in ter est in  human or natural 

a f fa ir s , or a simple incapacity for  fe e lin g , sin ce h is  versions abound in  

precisely-im agined d e ta ils  o f a l l  kinds, and constantly  show shrewd and 

warm i n s i s t s  in to  human psychology.

Dryden seems also  to  have been drawn to  the way in  which Ovid’s very 

scepticism  about Man’s ’godlike’ q u a lit ie s ,  or about the order and control 

v is ib le  in  the universe which we inhab it, actu a lly  allowed him to  attend 

p rec ise ly  t o ,  and even take d eligh t in , aspects o f Man’s behaviour that 

might normally be thought wicked or b e s t ia l ,  and natural phenomena that 

might otherwise seem frightening or bewildering. A lso, in  some o f Ovid’s
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immoral gods, Dryden seems to  have found the opportunity to  portray with 

synpathy and in sigh t forces which, fo r  a l l  th e ir  power and r e a lity ,  h is  

own re lig io n  might have led  him in  other circumstances s in p ly  to  condemn.

I f  h is  in terest had perhaps started  as a fascin ation  with Ovid’s 

apprehension of the curious or bizarre in  human behaviour and the natural 

world, i t  was quickly developing in to  a sense of Ovid’s extraordinary 

openness to  so many d ifferen t kinds of experience, and h is  capacity, fo r  

a l l  h is  ’ so p h istica tio n ’ , to  view an ever-changing and anarchic universe 

with something l ik e  wonder and d e lig h t.
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CHAPTER FIVE

’THE OVIDIAN RAKE’ :

Dryden’ s versions from the Amores and the Ars Amatoria
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Chapter Five : ’The Ovidian Rake’

( i )  A new kind of ’rakishness’?

( i i )  ’The rake metamorphos’d?’ -  Dryden’ s ’Amores’

( i i i )  ’Cupid’s School’ -  Dryden’ s ’Art of Love’
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( i )  A New Kind of ’Rakishness’?

Shortly a fter  the publication  of Examen Poeticum in  Summer 1693,

Dryden turned to  another work o f Ovid’s and began to  tra n sla te  the f i r s t  

book of the Ars Amatoria. In a le t t e r  to  Tonson dated August 30th, he 

wrote,

I  have translated  s ix  hundred lin e s  of Ovid; 
but I  b e liev e  I sh a ll not coupasse h is  772 
l in e s  under nine hundred or more o f mine.

(Ward, L etters. p . 58)

The Latin te x t  of the f i r s t  book of the Ars Amatoria conprises 772 l in e s  

in  Snipping’ s ed itio n . Dryden’ s forecast was remarkably accurate. His 

fin ish ed  version turned out to  be 888 lin e s  long.

I t  seems clear that Dryden’s version of Book One of the Art of Love 

( l ik e  the version of The F irst Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses) was intended 

from an early  date (perhaps from the s ta r t)  to  form part of a composite 

English version of Ovid’s couplets poem to  be published by Tonson. I t  i s  

l ik e ly ,  on the evidence of a le t t e r  of December 1697, that Tonson s t i l l  had 

Dryden’s manuscript in  h is possession  at that date.^ A le t t e r  from Addison 

to  Tonson w ritten  on February I2th 1695 provides further evidence on the  

matter :

1 . Ward, L etters, pp.98-99. The wording of th is  l e t t e r  seems to  in d icate  
that Dryden had heard from another source that Tonson was about to  
issu e  the English Art o f Love without having to ld  him f i r s t .  The 
wording, however, would a lso  allow for th e a ltern ative  explanation  
that Dr^en had heard that Tonson was planning to  issu e  a version o f  
the Ars Amatoria by someone e ls e ,  and was here urging the claims of 
h is  own rendering to  be preferred to  that version . I f  the former 
in terpretation  i s  accepted, then i t  would seem l ik e ly  that the whole 
of the English Ars Amatoria as i t  was issued eventually in  1709 had 
been completed by 1697. Book II  in  th is  version was tran slated  by 
la lden  and Book I I I  by Congreve.
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I was walking th is  morning wth Mr. Talden and 
ask him vP we might expect to  see Ovid de Arte 
Amandi in  English he to ld  me y t he thought you
had dropt y© Design sin ce Mr Dridans Translation
of V irg il had bin Undertaken, but y t he had done 
h is  part almost a Tear ago and had i t  laying by 
him &c. Im afraid he has done L it t le  of i t  I  
b elieve  a Letter from you about i t  wou’d se t  
him at work. 1

Tonson did not act on Addison’ s advice immediately. Presumably he f e l t  (as 

the gossip reported by Addison might tend to  suggest) that a l l  Dryden’s

energies were now needed for  the V ir g il , and that any time spent on rev isin g

h is  own version of Book One of The Art of Love and ed itin g  the other 

contributions to  the volume would be an unwanted d istra ctio n  from th is  

main work in  hand. At any ra te , the Tonson Art of Love did not appear in

print u n til  a fter  Dryden’s death. Two short extracts were published in
2

Tonson’s 1704 M iscellany, along with two of Dryden’s versions from th e  

Amores, and the complete version was published in  a separate volume in  

1709. The other two books were translated  by Yalden and Congreve, notes 

were adapted from a French ed ition  of the Ars Amatoria which had appeared 

in  1660, and the volume a lso  contained some related  items by Tate, Mayn- 

waring and Charles Hopkins.

1 . Joseph Addison, L etters, ed. W.Graham (Oxford, 1941), p .2.
2. ’The Rape of the Sabine Women’ and ’The Meeting of Bacchus with Ariadne’ 

( lin e s  I I I - I 5I  and 590-635 of the conplete version ).
3 . On the n otes, see The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope, 

V ol.II  : The Rape of the Lock and other Poems, ed. G .T illotson  C3rd 
ed ., London : Methuen, 1962), p .33. The other items were Tate’s 
tran sla tion  of the Remedia Amoris and Medicamina F acie i (Art of Beauty), 
Arthur Maynwaring’s The Court o f Love, and Charles Hopkins’ The H istory  
of Love, forming, as K insley describes i t  (IV, 2086), an ’ero tic  
anthology’ .
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Dryden’ s return , a f t e r  Examen Poeticum, to  Ovid’ s  amatory p oetry ,

and p a r tic u la r ly  to  th e Ars Amatoria, might at f i r s t  s ig h t  seem rather l ik e

a reversion  on h is  part to  a sim pler, more c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  ’R estora tion ’

in te r e s t  in  th e  kinds o f p leasure which Ovid’ s poetry has to  o f f e r .  For,

although i t  has been w id ely  read and enjoyed down th e  c en tu r ie s , many

commentators on th e Ars have seen i t  as a d isp la y  o f cy n ica l wantonness

in  iidiich i t s  poet appears in  propria persona as a h e a r tle ss  seducer and

thoroughly corrupting advocate o f h e a r tle ss  seduction  in  o th ers.^  Even

those commert a tors vdio do fin d  some p leasure in  th e  poem o ften  use

ep ith e ts  such as ’fr iv o lo u s ’ , ’ s u p e r f ic ia l’ , or ’t r i v i a l ’ to  ch ara cter ise

th e  kinds o f p leasure i t  g iv e s . Here, to  c i t e  a c h a r a c te r is t ic  exanple, i s

th e  account o f th e  poem offered  by P rofessor J .P .S u lliv a n  :

Ovid has been described as the g én éra liser  o f Roman 
lo v e  e legy; he i s  th e  "general lover"  and h is  Corinna 
has been g en era lly  regarded as a conç)Osite f ig u r e . But 
of course th e  "general lover"  i s  th e  seducer; one who 
adopts fo r  h is  own purposes a l l  the postures o f th e  
genuinely enamoured romantic lo v e r . . .  Ovid degrades 
women, as th e  f i r s t  book o f the Ars Amatoria makes 
c le a r . They are not to  be id e a lis e d ;  th e ir  paradigm 
i s  Pasiphae, th e  uncontrolled b e s t i a l i s t ,  and th ey  
are easy prey fo r  the predatory m a le .. .  The amorous 
s e n s ib i l i t y  o f  th e e le g i s t s  was replaced by the sexual 
cynicism  of Ovid, . . .  Ovid was ready not on ly  w ith  
advice on how to  achieve th e r ig h t tru e  end o f lo v e .

1. For Renaissance and seventeenth century exanqples o f t h is  tendency, 
see th e cou n tless te stim o n ies  c o lle c te d  by John Carey in  C h u ter  IV 
( ’The E nglish Renaissance Concept o f Ovid and th e Love E legy’ ) o f  
The Ovidian Elegy in  England (Unpublished D .P h il T h e s is , U n iversity  
o f Oxford, i 960).  For more modem testim o n ies  to  th e  same e f f e c t ,  
see th e  m ateria l c o lle c te d  on pp. 66-69 o f F.A.W right’ s Ovid ; The 
Lover’ s Handbook : A Complete T ranslation  o f the Ars Amatoria (1932; 
r p t. London, 1955).
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but a lso  with advice on the Remedia Amoris, the ways of  
extirpating a passion that was unproductive of happiness. . .  
Ovid i s  antirom antic, the cyn ica l, worldly-w ise seducer, 
who loves women, not a particu lar woman.. .  Ovid may have 
been a tender husband, but as a poet of love he i s ,  in  a 
way he did not mean, merely a tenerorum lu sor amorum.. .  
D im en lieb e, the love of a h a r lo t. .  . i s . . .vulgarised  by 
Ovid and reduced to  a h eartless technique in  the Ars 
Amatoria. 1

For Professor Su llivan , the Ovid of the Amores and the Ars ( in  sharp

contrast to  the other Roman eleg iac  p oets, C atullus, T ibullus and

Propertius) i s  the ch ief source for  what he c a l ls  the two ty p ic a lly

" classica l"  a ttitu d es to  love :

. .  .th e conception of love simply as a p hysical appetite  
on a par With the appetites fo r  food and drink, and the
conception of love as a dreaded madness -  whose object
i s  u n d ifferentiated , now a blood r e la t iv e , now a so c ia l  
in fe r io r , now a person of the same sex, now a member of 
a d ifferen t s p e c ie s .2

A ll th is  might seem ominously c lose  to  what i s  sometimes taken to  be the

coarse touch with vdiich Dryden customarily handled the subject of lo v e .

Writing to  Scott on the subject of Dryden’s Sigismonda and Guiscardo in

1805, Wordsworth remarked,

I think Dryden has much injured the story by the  
marriage, and degraded Sigismonda’s character by i t .
He has a lso  to  the best of my remembrance degraded 
her character s t i l l  more by making her love absolute 
sen su a lity  and ap p etite , (Dryden had no other notion  
of the p a ssio n ).3

1 . J .P .S u lliv a n , Ezra Pound ^ d  Sextus Propertius ; A Study in  C reative
T ranslation  (London, 1964), pp.51-54.

2 . ib i d . ,  p. 47.

3 . Letter of 7th November 1805. See The Letters o f William and Dorothy
Wordipforth, ed. E.de Selincourt, rev. C.L.Shaver (Oxford, 1967), I ,
64O—644.
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And, in  our own tim e, Ian Robinson has dismissed Dryden’s love poetry

in  these terms :

What was love for Dryden? His ly r ic s  show h is  love as 
a matter of strong, j o l ly  but rather t r iv ia l  lu s t s ,  
ca lled  ’f i r e s ’ . . .  I f  love i s  . . .  reduced to  pleasure 
and/or pain, i t  i s  coarse yet tame. The f ir e s  are 
not f ir e s  anyone has had to  pass through; they are 
furnaces stoked under the b o ile r s . ...Dryden i s  
therefore not a love poet, . . .  1

In one of the notes to  h is  ed ition  of Dryden, Joseph Warton registered

h is  regret that Dryden had wasted h is energies on what he thought were such

unpleasant and t r i f l in g  poems as the Art o f Love and the two 1704 E legies ;

We cannot see , without rea l regret and m ortifica tion , 
such a waste of time and ta le n t as what our author 
has flung away in  tran sla tin g  so loose and f la g it io u s ,  
as w e ll as t r i f l in g  work of h is  favourite Ovid, f u l l  
of the most exceptionable and nauseous circumstances 
of ancient mythology. I most undoubtedly sh a ll make 
no comment on i t ,  nor on the two succeeding tra n sla tio n s .

In the lig h t  of such comments about both Ovid and Dryden, there might 

be a temptation to  see the Art of Love and Amores tra n sla tio n  as another 

example of that tendency in  Dryden’ s work which Rochester had id en tif ied

1 . See Ian Robinson, The Survival of English (Cambridge, 1973), p .195.
2. The P oetica l Works of John Dryden. . .  with Notes by the Rev.Joseph Warton,

D.D., the Rev. John Warton, M.A., and others (London , 1833),
p .343. I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note here that Scott was worried, fo r  
reasons of censorship, about including the tran sla tion s from the 
Amores (along with the Fourth Book of Lucretius) in  h is  ed itio n  of 
Dryden. See h is  l e t t e r  to  E l l i s  of 7 April 1806 in  The L etters of 
S ir  Walter S cott, ed. H.J.C.Grierson et a l . , (12 v o l s . , London,
1932-7), I , 284.
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in  the 1670s -  a w illed  and forced d esire to  anulate the rakish bawdy 

of Sedley and others of ’the mob of gentlemen who wrote with ea se’ 

which went (according to  Rochester) against the grain of Dryden’ s 

natural ta le n ts . And th is  suspicion might tend to  be confirmed both 

by the remembrance that versions of the Amores by Rochester, Sedley and 

S ir  Carr Scrope had been included among the tran sla tion s from th at work 

published in  Tonson’s M iscellany Poems (1684), and a lso  by the contenç)- 

orary association  of the ’gentlemanly ease’ of Ovid’s verse by w riters  

such as Henry Felton with the ’w ellbred’ q u a lit ie s  to  be found in  the  

w ritings of the Court Wits of Charles I I ’s reign.^

Felton, however, goes on immediately to  d iffe re n tia te  Dryden 

from th is  group of w riters, saying that he ’was indeed a Gentleman, 

but he w rit more lik e  a Scholar’ , and although some of the Prefaces 

and le t te r s  of the 1670’s had shown Dryden fulsom ely expressing h is  

admiration for that m ilieu  and anxious to  in g ra tia te  him self with some 

of i t s  leading members, events both in tern a l and external since then had 

caused him, as we have seen, to  scru tin ise  and take stock of many o f the

1. See Henry F elton , A D isser ta tio n  on Reading th e  C la ssics  and Forming a 
Just S t y le . W ritten in  th e  Year 1709, And addressed to  the Right 
Honourable John L o^  Roos, The Present Marquis o f Granby 
(L ondon J 1713), pp. 70-76.
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valu es o f th e court and o f h is  own im p lica tion  in  th a t w orld.^ In

p a r tic u la r , th e  passage from th e e leg y  on Anne K illigrew  quoted in  Chapter

Three shows him to  have developed strong con v iction s by th e  la t e r  1660’ s 

th a t th e court w r iters  (h im self included) had s p e c i f ic a l ly  erred in  th e ir  

treatm ent o f sexual m atters. This con v iction  was reasserted  in  1699 in  

th ese  l in e s  which he included in  h is  version  o f Chaucer’ s W ife o f  Bath’s  

Tale (th e su b ject i s  th e Court o f King Arthur) ;

Then Courts o f Kings were held  in  high Renown,
E’er  made th e common B rothels o f th e  Town:
There, V irgins honourable Vows r e c e iv ’d.
But chast as Maids in  M onasteries l i v ’d:
The King h im self t o  N uptial T ies  a S lave ,
No bad Example to  h is  Poets gave:
And th ey  not bad, but in  a v ic io u s  Age,
Had not to  p lease  th e  Prince debauch’d th e  S tage.

(61-68)

1. See e sp ec ia lly  the Dedications to  The Assignation (addressed to  Sed ley), 
and Marriage à la  Mode (addressed to  Rochester), both f i r s t  published 
in  1673, and the Defense of the Epilogue : or an Essay on the Dramatic 
Poetry of the Last Age (lé 7 2 ).

S ir  George Etherege was expressing h is  regret in  the le t t e r s  he 
sent back from the continent during 1687-8 that by that date the w its ’ 
c ir c le  had broken up. See e sp ec ia lly  the le t te r s  of Dec. 29th 1687 and 
Jan. 26th 1688 in  S ir  George Etherege, L etters , ed. Frederick Bracher 
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, 1974), pp.167, 175. The French servant 
Gervais in  Dryden’s comedy Limberh^, f i r s t  performed as early  as I 678, 
remarks ( I I , i . ,  Scott, VI, pp.33-4) :

...debau ch ery i s  upon i t s  l a s t  le g s  in  England: W itty
men began th e fa sh io n , and now th e  fops are got in to  i t ,
’t i s  time to  leave i t .

For the collapse of the court w it s ’ c ir c le  in  the l680 ’s ,  see a lso  
J.H.Wilson, The Court Wits of the Restoration (Princeton, 1948),
pp. 198- 204.
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However, th e  s tr ik in g  fa c t / t h a t ,  whatever might be i t s  d if fe re n c e  in  

kind, Dryden’ s la t e r  poetry shows no dim inution in  th e  v igour and e x p lic itn e s s  

w ith vrtiich i t  tr e a ts  sexual m atters. This in d ic a te s , I  th in k , th a t ,  fo r  

a i l  h is  p ro te s ta tio n s  in  t h is  d ir e c t io n , Dryden’ s ’repentance’ was not 

m erely an acceptance of the kind o f m o r a lis t ic  c r it ic ism  th a t he received  

from Jeremy C o llie r , but more a r e je c t io n  o f the way in  which he and h is  

contemporaries had handled sexual su b jec ts . Dryden’ s reg rets  about h is  

comedies were perhaps, as T .S .E lio t  observed, based on what were fundam entally  

a r t i s t i c  rather than sim ply moral doubts.^

I f  we enquire what, at r o o t, are th e  ob jection s to  th e c h a r a c te r is t ic  

handling o f love  in  much o f th e l i t e r a tu r e  o f th e l6 6 0 ’s and 1670’ s  -  

p a r tic u la r ly  in  th e  verse o f th e  d r o lle r ie s  and song-books and some o f th e  

comedies -  we might conclude th a t i t  i s  th e  ’knowingness’ , complacency, and 

w ilf u l  p a r t ia l i ty  o f t h is  handling th a t i s  unacceptable. Rather than th e  

l ig h tn e ss  w ith vdiich i t  d ea ls  w ith  i t s  su b jec t, i t s  broadness, or th e  

l ic e n tio u sn e ss  o f th e  s itu a t io n s  vdiich i t  portrays^ i t  i s  t h i s  conç»lacency
p

which, many c r i t i c s  f in d , very soon p a lls  and u ltim a te ly  becomes o ffe n s iv e .

A perusal o f th e  rakish verse  conven iently  c o lle c te d , fo r  example, in  

John Adlard’ s anthology The Fruit of That Forbidden Tree or th e  s e c t io n  on 

’The L ib er tin es’ in  Harold Love’s Penguin Book o f R estoration  Verse revea ls  

how, in  so many o f th e  minor poems of t h is  cou rt/th ea tre  m ilieu , th e  w riter  

f a i l s  to  take cognisance, even humorously, o f anything l ik e  th e  f u l l  range 

o f  fa c to r s  which we recognise to  be involved in  th e  experience o f being

1. T .S .E lio t , John Dryden ; The Poet, The D ram atist, The C r itic  (New York, 
1932), p. 41.

2. On t h is  subject see  p a r tic u la r ly  P .C ru ttw ell, The Shakespearean Moment 
(1954; rp t. New York, I960), p . 230.
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in  love.^  The ’Restoration’ lover i s  seldom ser iou sly  out of control.

He always knows what women are l ik e  and how they w il l  react. And though 

these poets constantly ta lk  of the ’f ir e s  of lo v e ’ , ’Cupid’s d art’ or 

’ Venus’ power’ (thus seeming to  recognise the ir r e s is t ib le  power of love  

to  subvert and confound the lover) th e ir  metaphors u su ally  f a i l  to  e x is t  

at any more than the le v e l  of in ert convention -  and a s im ilar  convention

a l i ty  informs th e ir  handling of the equally important subject of lo v ers’ 

mutual happiness. Rather than reg ister in g  that they have f e l t  the e f fe c ts  

of lo v e ’s power, these rakes are constantly , lik e  the two (otherwise very 

d ifferen t) characters, Etherege’s Dorimant^ and Aldo, the ’old sub- 

fo m ica to r ’ in  Mr. Llmberham, out to  t i t i l l a t e  th e ir  flaggin g  sexual 

appetites with added spice and excitement.

In the treatment of love and lovers in  some of h is  e a r lie r  comedies, 

Dryden had l e f t  him self vulnerable to  sim ilar objections, th o u ^  he never, 

of course, descended to  the le v e l of the weakast items in  the d r o lle r ie s .  

The already-quoted example of Mr. Timberiiam i s  notorious in  th is  resp ect. 

And Professor L.C.Knights has suggested that even in  Marriage à la  Mode, 

which i s  u su ally  taken to  be h is  best comedy, love i s  too often evoked 

eith er  (in  the case of the a ffa ir  between Leonidas and Palmyra) in  the

1. J.Adlard, e d .. The Fruit of that Forbidden Tree : Restoration Poems. 
Songs and J ests  on the Subject of Sensual Love (Cheadle Hulme, 1975);
H. Love, e d .. The Penguin Book of Restoration Verse (Hamondsworth, 
1968) .  Another in terestin g  document in  th is  respect i s  the body 
of non-Roche s terian poems printed as Rochester’s in  the I 68O ’Antwerp’ 
ed ition  of Poems on Several Occasions : By the Right Honourable, The
E. o f R — .
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fo r c ib le - fe e b le  terms of heroic  drama, or (in  th e  scenes in vo lv in g  th e  two 

couples) as a t r i v i a l  ap p etite  which can be (depending on th e  circum stances) 

e ith e r  indulged or thwarted, but which i s  never f e l t  to  have put th e  lo v er  

in  se r io u s ly  embarrassing or p a in fu l s t r a i t s ,  even though i t  provides ample 

opportunity fo r  c lev er  scenes o f in tr ig u e . A s im p lis t ic  id e a lis in g  of love  

c o e x is ts  u n ea sily  in  the p la y . Professor Knights su g g ests , w ith  an eq u ally  

s im p lis t ic  cynicism  about lo v e . Though (as Dryden p o in ts  out in  th e  p la y ’ s 

Epilogue) Marriage à la  Mode i s  fr e e  from the grosser sa la c io u sn ess  which 

some members o f i t s  audience might have r e lish e d , and though Dryden does 

seem, in  the comic scen es, to  be making some attempt to  ’p la c e ’ th e  lo v e r s ’ 

cynicism  and to  suggest i t s  inadequacies, i t  i s  n ev erth e less  p o s s ib le , I  

th in k , to  have at le a s t  some sympathy w ith P rofessor K nights’ f e e l in g  th a t  

the ’d is c o v e r ie s ’ and ’r e v e r sa ls ’ o f Marriage a la  Mode h ^ p en , in  th e  la s t  

r eso r t, too  much on th e  p lo t le v e l  a lon e, rather than having been made 

drajmatically convincing.^

However, ju st as Rochester had h im self managed to  escape th e  grosser  

tend en cies o f h is  c ir c le  by th e d is t in c t iv e ly  l ig h t  note o f ambivalent 

self-aw areness and even self-m ockery th a t i s  found in  h is  f in e s t  poems, so 

Dryden had, in  h is  own rather d if fe r e n t way, found from q u ite  ea r ly  on a 

manner o f w ritin g  in  some o f h is  poems which ex p lo ited , but a lso  transcended, 

both the idiom and the c o ter ie -v a lu es  of th e  audience fo r  which h is  comedies 

were w r itten . This manner i s  seen to  b est advantage in  some o f h is  Prologues 

and Epilogues and in  some o f the songs which were included in  th e  p la y s .

1. See L.C.Knights, ’R estoration Comedy : th e R ea lity  and the Myth’ , in  
Explorations (1946; rp t. Harmondsworth, 1964).
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Dryden’s p ractice in  w riting Prologues and Epilogues fo r  h is  own 

plays and those of others had both allowed him to  develop a mastery of a 

r a c ily  co lloq u ia l verse idiom (the p ieces were often  w ritten  for d e liv e iy  

by a p articu larly  accomplished actor or actress) and a lso  to  fin d  a manner 

of w riting idiich extricated  him in important ways from a simple com plicity  

with the values of the audience he was addressing.^ This was most obviously  

e ffected  in  those p ieces where he r a i ls  at the rowdies and would-be c r it ic s  

in  the audience, or comments s a t ir ic a l ly  on the mores of the tim e, but a lso , 

on occasion, by s tr ik in g  a note which, while he i s  dealing in  subject-m atter  

close  to  that of the d r o lle r ie s  and song-books, and using an idiom c lo se  to  

that of the rakish dialogue of the comedies, neverthless allows a le s s  

p a rtia l and more in c lu siv e  perspective on these sub jects.

In the Prologue to  Lee’s The Princess of C leves, for example (Kinsley, 

I ,  380-381), a p iece w ritten  to  be delivered by N ell Gwyn h e r se lf , Dryden

1. On the a ctresses, Pepys commented (Diary, May 7th 1668) :
.. .b u t  Lord, th e ir  confidence, and how many men do hover about 
them as soon as they come o ff  the stage, and how confident they  
[a re ]  in  th e ir  ta lk .

2. See, for  example, the Prologue to  The Wild Gallant Reviv’d (1669), 
where Dryden mocks him self by comparing h is  own f i r s t  attempts at  
comedy to  the bumpkin dipe up from the country in  London; the Prologue 
to  An Evening’s Love ( I 67I ) ,  a p iece which outraged E v e l^  on i t s  f i r s t  
d elivery  (See K insley, IV, 1846), where Dryden u ses, bawdily but 
pointedly (see C aliforn ia , X, 466) ,  the analogy of h is  audience to  an 
u n fa ith fu l w ife and him self to  a cuckold; in  the Epilogue to  The Loyal 
Brother, Dryden again w it t i ly  tr e a ts  the poet’s predicament by liken ing  
the way in  which he i s  approached by the various p o l i t ic a l  faction s
to  a g ir l  being ’propositioned’ by various lovers : in  the Prologue to
The Disappointment (1684) Dryden w rites a miniature ’rake’s progress’ , 
under the guise of praising the ’w its ’ in  the audience.
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str ik es  a w itty  note which cannot, I  th ink, be described as e ith er  narrowly 

or knowingly ’masculine’ in  i t s  appeal, or merely conventionally rakish .

The g ir l  i s  certa in ly  ’placed’ , in  the m ock-confidential manner of the  

opening, and in  the joke about being ’too w ell bred to  Swear’ (and the  

’double entendre’ of ’ly e ’ ) ,  but an equally e s se n tia l part o f the Prologue’s 

humour l i e s  in our recognition that we have here met someone who has wryly 

got the rakes’ measure and who knows i t ,  and who is n ’t  at a l l  impressed 

when they quote Ovidian precedent in  defence of th e ir  conduct.

Similarly^ in  some of h is  songs Dryden managed to  evolve a manner of 

w riting which, while i t  might seem again su p erfic ia l ly  sim ilar  in  idiom  

and subject-m atter to  that of some of the items in  the d r o lle r ie s , and while  

i t s  vocabulary might seem at f i r s t  quite c lose  to  the in ert conventions of 

some of the songs in  those c o lle c t io n s , allows him to  achieve e f fe c t s  more 

complex and subtle.

In the opening song from Marriage à la  Mode, for  example, the l i l t i n g  

rhythm surely  prevents the song from being, as Professor Knights takes i t ,  

a cynical or merely callous statement to  the e f fe c t  that ’ constancy i s  d u ll, 

and love only th rives on v a r ie ty ’ and removes the subject-m atter in to  an 

area where we, the audience, are aware that the sentiment expressed by the 

singer (D oralice) i s  only one p ossib le  way of looking at th in g s. Moreover, 

the rhythms of the song, and i t s  rep etitio n s  allow for the p o s s ib i l ity  of  

a note of d e lica te  regret, rather than smug complacency, at the in e v ita b il i ty  

(as the singer sees i t )  of passion’s decay.^

1. The ’ anapaestic l i l t ’ as Van Doren c a lls  i t  (p .l8 0 ) , considering i t  
’Dryden’ s happiest discovery’ and c it in g  th is  song (p .181) as the best 
exanple of i t  in  h is  work.
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We lo v ’d , and we lo v ’d, as long as we con’d.
T i l l  our lo v e  was lo v ’d out in  us both:

But our Marriage i s  dead, when th e  Pleasure i s  f le d :
’Twas P leasure f i r s t  made i t  an Oath.

(5-8)

Such a note prevents our w r itin g  o f f  love  in  t h i s  poem s in p ly  as ( in  Mr. 

Robinson’ s phrase) something ’ coarse y e t tame’ .

!Dn th e song ’S y lv ia  th e  f a i r . . . ’ published in  S y lv a e , Dryden’ s  

subject i s  again  a g i r l ,  t h i s  tim e a young g i r l  being in i t ia t e d  in to  lo v e ’ s 

m ysteries. Here i t  i s  again  the l i l t i n g  rhythm again , in  combination w ith  

th e  d iv e r s ity  and p r e c is io n  o f observation  ly in g  behind th e  various jok es, 

and a self-aw aren ess in  Dryden’ s a r t is t r y ,  th a t prevents th e song -  fo r  

a l l  i t s  broadness -  from being a mere enunciation  o f a l ib e r t in e  e th ic ,  

smugly confident in  a s in g le  a tt itu d e  to  i t s  m a ter ia l. The song allow s  

us to  take a z e s t fu l  d e lig h t in  m atters th a t could , in  another so r t  of 

handling, so e a s i ly  form th e  b a s is  fo r , on th e  one hand, a n t i - c le r ic a l  

s a t ir e ,  or , on th e  o th er , a complacent sneer at th e  g i r l ’ s n a iv e te . I t  

tak es cognisance, in  a l ig h t ly  humorous way, o f th e  joys and a b su rd ities  

o f  lo v e r s ’ behaviour.

The b est o f th e  Prologues and Epilogues and th e Songs shew, I  th in k , 

th a t in  th e  same years as he was r e je c t in g  some asp ects o f h is  l i t e r a r y  

past w ith h is  conscious mind, Dryden was a lso  in s t in c t iv e ly ,  and, as i t

were, by a process o f n atu ra l metamorphosis, growing in  some o f h is  w ritin g

out o f th e  g ro sser  h a b its  which he had once shared w ith th e  le s s e r  rakes, 

and d iscoverin g  a s e r ie s  o f ways o f handling sexu a l m atters which were 

fran k er, l e s s  t r i v i a l  and more generously tr u th fu l to  a l l  th e  f a c t s  o f the  

case than he had managed t o  be elsew here. His tr a n s la tio n s  from Ovid’s 

amatory verse show him t o  have id e n t if ie d  in  th ose  poems something o f  th e



256

note -  worldly and knowing, yet at the same time not conplacently and 

securely  sneering, the knowingness acting as a kind of v eh ic le  fo r  more 

in terestin g  and d iverse thoughts about love and lo v ers .
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( i i )  ’The Rake Metamorphos’d?’ : Dryden’ s ’Amores’

Dryden’s f i r s t  essay as a tran slator of Ovid’s amatory verse had 

been the s in g le  item which he had contributed to  the se r ie s  o f versions  

from the Amores in  the 1684 M iscellany Poems. Dryden’s contribution i s  

a rendering of Amores I I ,  x ix , an elegy in  which the poet begs the husband 

of h is m istress to  guard her jea lo u sly , and begs the m istress h e r se lf  to  

reject him, so that h is  desire for her might be in te n s if ie d  by double 

adversity.

The poem shows Dryden departing ra d ica lly  from the p rin cip les  of 

tran sla tion  which he had expounded in  the Ovid’s E p istles  Preface w ritten  

only four years previously. For though in  one sense i t  keeps very close  

to  i t s  Ovidian o r ig in a l, rendering the Latin tex t  of 60 lin e s  in  exactly  

the same number of lin e s  of English verse, Dryden has allowed him self 

a llu sion s to  h is  own seventeenth-century London world, and departures from 

the prose sense of the Latin, which far transcend both the very s lig h t  

touches of th is  kind which we have observed in  the E p is t le s , and th e  

la titu d e  which he allowed him self under h is  d e fin itio n  of ’Paraphrase’ in  

the Preface to  that volume,^

In choosing to  tran sla te  th is  particu lar elegy of Ovid’s ,  Dryden had 

se lected  a poem whose subject matter was very c lose  to  a recurring theme 

in  the drama of h is own day. For the in te n s if ic a t io n  of amorous pleasures 

by various kinds of d eliberately-contrived  adversity i s  one of the stock  

preoccupations of the so -ca lled  ’sex-com edies’ of the l670 ’s .  Near the

1. Dryden does, in  fa c t , add a tw o-lin e ’coda’ , which i s  not d ir e c t ly  
prompted by anything in  the Latin.
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beginning o f The Man o f Mode, fo r  example, E therege’s Dorimant had 

remarked,

. . .  th e  D e v il’ s in ’t ,  th ere  has been such a calm 
in  ray a f fa ir s  o f la t e ,  I  have not had th e p leasure  
o f making a Woman so much as break her Fan, to  be 
s u lle n , or forswear h e r se lf  th ese  th ree days. 1

And in  Act I I I  of Wycherley’s The Country W ife, Sparkish had sta ted

h is  rakish credo in  th ese  terms :

I  lo v e  to  be envied, and would not marry a w ife  
th a t I  alone could lo v e; lovin g alone i s  as d u ll  
as ea tin g  a lone. I s  not t h i s  a frank age? and I  
am a frank person; and to  t e l l  you the tr u th , i t  
may b e, I love to  have r iv a ls  in  a w ife , they  
make her seem to  a man s t i l l  but as a kept 
m istress; . . .  2

And near the end o f  Dryden’s own Marriage à l a  Mode, D oralice  had remarked

to  her husband Rhodophil,

Then I  have found my account in  ra is in g  your 
jea lo u sy . 01 ’t i s  th e most d e lic a te  sharp 
sauce to  a cloyed stomach; i t  w i l l  g iv e  you 
a new edge, Rhodophil.

(S c o tt , IV, 334)

I t  i s  perhaps not surprising , th en , th a t Dryden chose to  e x p lo it  

f u l ly  in  h is  v ersio n  o f th is  N ineteenth E legy th e  racy idiom o f th e  

rakes, and to  incorporate in to  h is  rendering a number o f c ircu m stan tia l 

d e ta i l s  from h is  own world which he su b s titu te s  fo r  Ovid’ s Roman 

eq u iva len ts. Only a ’S o t’ (rendering Ovid’ s ’fe r re u s’ : ’man o f ir o n ’ ) ,  

says Dryden’ s lo v e r ,

. . .  wou’d scorn to  lo v e  w ith le a v e . (4)

1 . I .  i i .  202-5. The Dramatic Worics o f S ir  George E therege, ed. H.F.B.
Brett-Sm ith (2 v o l s . ,  Oxford, 1927), I I ,  195.

2. The Complete Plays of W illiam  Wycherley, ed. W.C.Ward, ’Mermaid S e r ie s ’
(London, n . d . ) , p. 299.

3 . c f .  (among many exanples) th e Prologue to  A True Widow. 31-2 :
For where th e  Punk i s  common! h e’s a S ot,
Who needs w i l l  Father what th e  Parish g o t.
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He prefers a (7 , 33) to  a fa ith fu l m istress.^  I f  locked out by

her he w i l l

. . .  ly e  rough on Bulks each other Night. (22)

(Ovid^s lover £21-22 J merely s lep t on h is  m istress» doorstep in the f r o s t ) .  

He despised a man
o

. . .  who loves an ea sie  Whetstone Whore, (32)

(that i s ,  one of the p ro stitu tes  who p lied  th e ir  trade in  the notorious 

Whetstone Park, between Holbom and Lincoln»s Inn F ields) and in v ite s  him 

to

. . .  drink the Common Shore. (32)

(not the r iver  water of Ovid»s Latin £32 J but that of the London sewers I ) . 

His r iv a l, referred to  as a » sneaking City Cuckold» (45) and a » Witt a ll»  

(48), should suspect »An Orange-wench» (4, for  Ovid»s »ancilla» : »maid») 

vdio i s  a » Letter-bearing Bawd» (42).^

1 . o f. Epilogue to  The Conquest of Granada« 7-8 :
For, as those taudry M isses, soon or la te  
J i l t  such as keep »em at the highest rate;

2. » Bulks» are frameworks of s t a l l s  projecting from the front of a shop.
See C alifornia , I I ,  375.

3. c f .  Limberham, V. i .  (S co tt, VI, 109) :
Aldo. I t  i s  very w e ll, s ir ;  I find  you have been searching 

for  your re la tio n s , then, in  Whetstone»s park.
Scott g lo sses  with a reference to  the Dedication to  Lee»s Princess of 
Cleves. Dryden had a lso  alluded to Whetstone Park in  the Prologue to  
The Wild Gallant Reviv»d as a leading inducement fo r  country bunçkins 
to  v i s i t  London.

4 . Dryden may have borrowed » Witt a ll»  from Marlowe »s version, sinoe Marlowe 
refers to  »a fo o lish  w it ta l ls  wife» in  h is  tra n sla tio n  of th is  elegy .
See A ll Ovid»3 E leg ies : 3 . Bookes, by C.M. (Middleburgh, [1595] ) ,
D5v. That the word was s t i l l  current slang in  Dryden»s day can be seen 
from i t s  use in  Amphitryon, I I . i i .  (S co tt, VIII, 49) :

. .  .to  be always speaking my husband f a ir ,  to  make him 
d ig est h is  cuckoldom more e a s ily !  Wouldst thou be a w it to l ,  
with a vengeance to  thee?
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However, though th e main impetus in  Dryden»s mind when tr a n s la tin g

t h is  poem does seem to  have been t o  point up fo r  h is  readers the s im ila r i t ie s

between th e s itu a t io n  in  which Ovid's lo v er  f in d s  h im self (and th e a tt itu d e

which he adopts) and th ose of a cer ta in  type o f lo v er  nearer home, O vid's

e legy  has g iven  him at one p a r ticu la r  moment th e  opportunity to  do a

l i t t l e  more than merely sim ulate th e  u tterance o f a 'jaded co u r tier '

try in g  to  t i t i l l a t e  h is  fla g g in g  sexual a p p etite .^

At one po in t in  h is  e leg y , Ovid had made h is  rake r e f le c t  fo r  a

moment (using a w itty  example from mythology) that the fa ta l  a ttraction

fo r  men o f women to  whom access i s  d i f f i c u l t  i s  a sad and in e v ita b le  fa c t

o f l i f e  (whose consequences he has su ffered ) rather than ju st  a sp ice  to

be w i l l in g ly  and z e s t fu l ly  r e lish ed  ;

S i nunquam Danaen hab uisset aenea tu r r is ;
Non e s s e t  Danae de Jove fa c ta  parens.

S i  qua v o le t  regnare diu; deludat amantem.
Hei m ihi, quod m onitis torqueor ip se  m eisi 

C u ilib et ev en ia t, nocet in d u lg en tia  n o b is .
Quod seq u itu r, fu g io : quod f u g i t ,  usque sequor.

(27-28; 33-36)

Dryden has rendered the l in e s  in  a way th a t conveys a note o f d e lic a te

resig n a tio n  and self-aw areness in  th e  lo v e r 's  v o ic e  :

Had Danae not been kept in  brazen Tow'rs,
Jove had not thought her worth h is  Golden Show'rs.
The J i l t in g  Harlot s tr ik e s  the su rest blow,
A tru th  which I  by sad Experience know.
The kind poor constant Creature we d e sp ise ,
Man but pursues the Quarry vdiile i t  f l i e s .

(27-28; 33-36)

Such a note removes the poem, as recreated  by Dryden, s l ig h t ly  but 

d e f in i t e ly  from th e realm of the stock  R estoration  ' cuckold joke' ; the

1. The C alifornia  editors* phrase ( I I ,  374).
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rake i s  seen (a lb e it  momentarily) as genuinely vulnerable, not sneering

at h is  r iv a l from a safe  p o sitio n . The v iv id  d e ta il  which Dryden has

incorporated in  h is  rendering, in  such touches as lin e s  39-40 :

I f  creaking Doors, or barking Dogs thou hear.
Or windows scratch t, suspect a R ival there;

(39-40)

( in  which Dryden has enlivened Ovid's

Incipe, quis t o t ie s  furtim  tua lim ina p u lset,
Quaerere : quid la tren t nocte s ile n te  canes.

(39-40) )

shows how conpletely  Dryden has re-thought Ovid's elegy  in  terms of 

contemporary l i f e .  But he has a lso  followed Ovid in  allowing the 'sneaking 

City Cuckold' have some of the edge in  the poem, rather than merely being 

the butt of the lo v er 's  w it.

We do not know \dien Dryden made the other two versions from the  

Amores, which were published a fter  h is  death in  the f i f t h  Tonson M iscellany 

of 1704. Presumably Tonson had retained them among h is  papers from several 

years previously . He had perhaps been intending to  issu e  at some stage 

during Dryden's life tim e  a conqplete composite English Amores using some of 

the 1684 tran sla tion s as a b a sis , f i l l i n g  the gaps (and replacing u n satis

factory item s) with new commissions. Dryden's versions o f Amores I . i .  and 

I . i v  might w e ll have been o r ig in a lly  offered as contributions to  such a 

c o lle c t io n , since they are brought in  to  replace the in fe r io r  1684 versions  

(by Cooper and Scroope resp ective ly ) in  the composite English Amores which 

Tonson did eventually append to  a re -issu e  of Ovid's E p istles  in  1725-^ At

1. Ovid's E p is tle s , with h is  Amours by Dryden, Congreve e t c . (London, 1725)
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any rate, the date o f Dryden*s versions remains uncertain, and th e C alifornia  

editors* ascrip tion  of the poems to  * around 1693* (the same period as the 

Art of Love) i s ,  on th e ir  own admission, l i t t l e  more than guesswork.

Dryden*s version of Amores I . i . ,  the poem in  which Ovid had described  

how Cupid had diverted him from h is  a tten çts  at epic poetry and forced him 

to  w rite love poetry instead , need not occupy us for  long. I t  i s  a s lig h t  

p iece , and though some of Dryden*s rather unusual choices of vocabulary 

might tempt one to  see small hidden a llu sion s to  contemporary events, 

to  Dryden*s personal s itu a tio n  a fter  1688, or to  h is  own unwritten ep ic , 

they are not by themselves c lear or extensive enough to  allow one to  

develop any strong convictions about the nature of Dryden*s in te r e st  in  

the poem, or in  the Amores as a whole.^

1 . For example, the phrase 'Arbitrary sway* (16) (which i s  usu ally  used 
in  a p o l i t ic a l  sense by Dryden) and 'On Subjects not thy own', and 
the couplet

Already thy Dominions are too large;
Be not ambitious of a Foreign Charge.

(17-18)
might lead one to  suspect a s ly  id e n tif ic a tio n  of Cupid with William  
I II  (who was figh tin g  in  Ireland and Europe in  the early  1690*s and 
who had, of course, been responsible for the change in  d irection  of 
Dryden*s p o e tic a l hopes a fte r  1688). A sim ilar  personal reference  
could be found in  21-22 :

Thus when with soaring Wings I  seek Renown,
Thou pluck*st my Pinnions, and I  f lu t te r  down.

and 34 :
While in  unequal Verse I Sing my Woes.
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One tech n ica l problem for an English tran sla tor  of th is  p articu lar

poem (a problem which Dryden did not so lve in  h is  version) i s  to  decide

what to  do about Ovid's reference (3-4) to  Cupid's having forced him to

w rite e leg ia c  verse (couplets, with a hexameter followed by a pentameter)

rather than h is  proposed heroic verse (hexameters), since Ovid's l in e s ,  of

course, make no sense in  terms of English v e r s if ic a t io n . Cooper, in  the

1684 version, had tr ied  to  convey Ovid's point by evolving h is  own 'English

e leg ia c ' (iambic pentameter followed by iambic tetram eter) for the poem, a

so lu tion  unsatisfactory  both in  i t s e l f ,  and in  view of the fa c t that the

other tran sla tion s in  the volume are w ritten  in  the very couplets vdiich

Cooper's version says h e 's  abandoned! Dryden followed the precedent of

Marlowe in  making no attempt to  'n a tu ra lise ' Ovid's point, but simply

rendering i t  d ir ec tly  in  h is own verse :

S ix  Feet for ev'ry Verse the Muse design 'd , )
But Cupid, Laughing, when he saw my Mind )
From ev'ry Second Verse a Foot purloin 'd. )

(3-6)

The version  o f Amores I . i v .  which a lso  appeared in  th e  1704 M iscellany

Poems i s  an altogether more in terestin g  poem. An in d ication  o f i t s  subject

( lik e  the Nineteenth Elegy, i t  concerns thwarted love) i s  given in  the

su b t it le  which Dryden translated  from one of h is  scholarly  ed itio n s

To h is  M istress, whose Husband i s  in v ite d  to  a 
Feast with them. The Poet in s tr u c ts  her how to  
behave her s e l f  in  h is  Company.

Like the version of Amores I l .x ix ,  th is  poem depends on Dryden's having

divined some very d irect s im ila r it ie s  between Ovid's depiction of the

behaviour of h is  young Roman lovers and that of the young lo v ers , rea l and

f ic t io n a l ,  of h is  own day. Without incorporating any of the d irect a llusions

1. The ed ition s of Cnipping, Crispinus and Schrevellius a l l  have the sub-
Amicam, qua arte , quibusve nutibus in  coena praesente viro  
u t i  debeat, admonet.
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to  contemporary l i f e  and manners which he had u t i l i s e d  in  th e  e a r l ie r  

poem, Dryden*s v ersio n  o f t h i s  e leg y  i s  s t i l l  q u ite  c lo se  in  idiom  t o  the  

rakish d ialogue o f  h is  own comedies and t o  th a t o f th e ir  Prologues and 

E p ilogu es.

However, whereas the e a r l ie r  poem had only  included momentarily th a t  

note o f s e l f - r e a l i s a t io n  (th e  lo v er  fa c in g  the in e v ita b le  absurdity  o f h is  

p o s it io n )  Wiich made i t  something f u l le r  in  in te r e s t  than a conventional 

d ia tr ib e  aga in st 'C ity  husbands', here every d e t a i l  in  th e poem rebounds 

on th e  lo v e r . Dryden's v ersio n  in d ic a te s  th a t he has seen th e poem as one 

in  which th e  s itu a t io n  created by the poet in  a l l  i t s  p recise ly -ob served  

d e t a i l  allow s us to  recogn ise (as we see  th e  lo v er  h im self reco g n ises) the  

q u ite  unreasonable and comic len gth s th a t lo v e  w i l l  fo rce  a man to  fo r  

such b r ie f  joys, as t h i s  kind o f lo v er  can exp ect. We are n e ith er  allowed  

s in g le  co n ç)lic ity  w ith  the lo v er  in  h is  attem pts t o  thwart th e  husband, 

nor encouraged to  disapprove o f h is  conduct. The rakish d ic t io n  and 

s itu a t io n  are th ere fo re  not so much ends in  th em selves, but as the means 

whereby th e  reader used to  s im ila r  s itu a t io n s  in  th e  th ea tre  can be 

presented w ith a s e r ie s  o f r e f le c t io n s  on lo v e r s ' behaviour idiich s tr e s s  

(but w ithout condescension) how changeable, amoral and unreasonable lo v ers  

can be, and how th ese  q u a lit ie s  can m anifest them selves in  p a r tic u la r  

conduct. The emphasis, in  Dryden's v ers io n , on th e  contençorary  

a p p lica tio n  o f O vid's poem i s  l e s s  an attenç)t to  sim ply 'update' th e  poem 

than a means o f bringing out i t s  permanent inqplications as a d ep ic tio n  o f  

' everyday lo v e ' ,  un-Petrarchan perhaps, but touching l ig h t ly  on tru th s  

about lo v e r s ' behaviour which we a l l  recogn ise .
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The lo v er  in  t h is  poem i s  not one who (in  Professor S u lliv a n 's  

phrases) 'adopts fo r  h is  own purposes a l l  th e  postures o f the genuinely  

enamoured lo v e r ' (h e 's  not s u f f ic ie n t ly  in  con tro l to  do t h i s ) ,  nor i s  he 

th e  'c y n ic a l, w orld ly-w ise seducer' (h is  seduction  techniques p la in ly  

don 't work a l l  th e tim e). Nor does he love  'women, not a p a r tic u la r  

woman' (he i s  pursuing t h is  p a r ticu la r  woman even though h e 's  having 

l i t t l e  s u c c e s s ) , Nor can h is  fe e l in g s  be adequately characterised  as 'a  

p h y sica l a p p etite  on a par w ith th e  a p p etite s  fo r  food and drink' or as a 

'dreaded madness whose love  i s  u n d iffe r e n tia te d '.

In h is  version Dryden has done everything he can to  bring out the

tone o f  aggrieved and petu lant ir r i t a t io n  which th e  lo v er  f e e l s  towards

h is  r iv a l .  In l in e s  39-46, fo r  example, almost a l l  the touches which

s p e c i f ic a l ly  a r t ic u la te  h is  d isg u st at the husband's behaviour are Dryden's

colourings :

S i  t i b i  fo r te  d a b it, quos p raegu staverit ip s e ,
R ejice  lib a to s  i l l i u s  ore c ib o s.

Nec premat impositos s in ito  tua c o lla  la c e r t is :
Mite nec in  rigido pectore pone caput.

Nec sinus admittat d ig ito s , h ab ilesve p a p illa e .

(33-37)

I f  h e , with Clownish Manners th inks i t  f i t  
To t a s t e ,  and o ffe r s  you th e n asty  B it ,
R eject h is  greazy Kindness, and resto re  
Th'unsav'ry Morsel he had chew'd b efore .
Nor l e t  h is  Arms embrace your Neck, nor r e s t  
Your tender Cheek upon h is  h a iry  B rest.
Let not h is  Hand w ith in  your Bosom s tr a y .
And rudely with your p re tty  Bubbies p lay .^

(39-46)

The husband i s  'nauseous' (5) and 'leud' (5 : both Dryden's ad d ition s),

1 . C alifornia , IV, 44 suggests that Dryden i s  here drawing on Cnipping's 
g lo ss  Immiti aspero and Crispinus' paraphrase in  sinus asperos.
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an 'o ff ic io u s '  and 'outrageous' 'Cuckold' (34, 80), yet the very 

behaviour which he so vehemently deplores i s ,  on h is  own admission, 

the same that he has him self employed on other occasions^;

How many Love-Inventions I deplore.
Which I ,  my s e l f ,  have p ractis'd  a l l  before?
How o ft  have I  been forc'd  the Robe to  l i f t
In Coup any; to  make a homely s h if t
For a bare Bout, i l l  huddled o 'r e  in  h a st.
While o 're  my Side the Fair her Mantle ca st.

(57-62)

And, as in  the e a r lie r  e legy , one of the best jokes i s  produced by the 

momentary comic extension o f the s itu a tio n  provided by a m ythological 

example. The lover here l ig h t ly  touches on a top ic  viiich, as we have 

seen, had already in terested  Dryden in  the Metamorphoses and which was 

to  preoccupy him in  various ways in  the Fables : that passion brings

man c lo se st to  the b easts , but that th is  need not n ecessa rily  be seen  

as merely reducing him to  the 'b e s t ia l ' .  Ovid's lover com ically alludes 

to  h is  fe e lin g s  by remembering the rape of Hippodamia :

Now wonder not th a t Hippodamia' s  Charms,
At such a s ig h t , the Ceniaurs urg'd to  Arms;
That in  a rage, they threw th e ir  Cups asid e .
A ssa il'd  the Bridegroom, and wou'd force the Bride.

1. Dryden p o ssib ly  drew here on Carr Scrope's version of the e legy  
in  the 1684 ed itio n  ( p . I l l ) ;

. . .  your nauseous Husband . . .
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I  am not h a lf a Horse, ( I  wish I  were;)
Yet hardly can from you my Hands forbear.

(7-12)

The v ign ettes  of the lovers' behaviour, so c lose to  that of Dryden's

own world, are constantly supplemented by a rea lisa tio n  o f the s tr a it s

the lover i s  in  ;

When a ll depart, while Complements are loud.
Be sure to  mix among the th ick est Crowd;
There I w i l l  be, and there we cannot m iss.
Perhaps to  Grubble, or at le a s t  to  K iss.
A las, what length of Labour I employ.
Just to  secure a short and tran sien t Joy I 
For Night must part us; and when Night i s  come.
Tuck'd underneath h is  Arms he leads you home. 2

(69-76)

I f  i t  i s  true that Dryden certa in ly  couldn't have made th is  version  

without the rakes and th e ir  poems and p lays, the d iv ers ity  o f i t s  in ter est  

makes i t  le s s  vulnerable than had been Ovid's E p istles  to  Rochester's 

accusations of the 1670's that Dryden was try ing  (but fa il in g )  to  im itate  

Sedley and others on th e ir  own terms.

1. The la s t  couplet i s  an inspired re-working of Marlowe's
I  am no h a lfe  horse, nor in  woods I  dw ell.
Yet scarse my hands from thee centaine I w e ll.

(A4r)

2. Compare, for  example, Mrs. Pinchwife in  The Country W ife, Act.IV, S c . i i  
(w riting to  Homer) ;

. . . "i f  you and I were in  the country at cards to g e th e r ...
I  could not help treading on your to e  under the table" -  
so -  "or rubbing knees with you, . . . "  ( e d . c i t . ,  p .318)

Dryden had used the word 'grubble' ( s l ig h t ly  varied) in  the Prologue 
to  M ithridates, 15-16 ;

Who holding Chat did s i le n t ly  Encroach,
With Treacherous Hand to  grabble in  the coach.

and, in  the same form, in  Don Sebastian, I . i .  ;
Now, l e t  me r o l l  and grubble thee

(S cott, VII, 317)
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( i i i )  'Cupid's School' : 'Ovid's Art of Love. Book I '

In the le t t e r  to  Tonson of December 1697 referred to  at the

beginning of th is  Chapter, Dryden provided a hint that he was not as

s a t is f ie d  with h is  version of the F irst Book of Ovid's Art o f Love as he

had been with the versions from the Metamorphoses included in  Examen

Poeticum. However, he evidently did think that the Art o f Love tran sla tion

was w e ll worth publishing :

You to ld  me not, but the Town says, you are
printing Ovid de Arte Amandi; I know my
Translation i s  very uncorrect : but at the
same time I know no body e lse  can do i t  
b etter , with a l l  th e ir  pains. 1

(Ward, L etters, pp.98-99)

Dryden's in tu itio n  about h is  version was, I b e liev e , broadly correct in  

both i t s  main propositions. The poem i s  both brisker and l i v e l i e r  and 

more coherent in  tone than the versions by Harwood, Wolf erst on and Hoy on 

which Dryden drew vdien composing h is  own version. Yet at the same time 

some of i t s  tra n sitio n s are le s s  securely managed than they might have 

been, and the version as a whole might perhaps be ju s t ly  characterised as
2

an 'in tere stin g  experiment' rather than a fu lly  coherent a r t is t ic  e n t ity . 

However, Dryden has, I th ink , responded with su ff ic ie n t  l iv e l in e s s  to  Ovid's 

poem to  convince us that he has, at le a s t ,  seen i t s  w it as something more

1. This le t t e r ,  dated December 1697 by both Malone and Ward, seems to
ind icate that Tonson was o r ig in a lly  planning to  issu e h is  composite
Art of Love shortly  a fter  the f i r s t  ed ition  of Dryden's V irg il which 
had been published in  August that year.

2. I t  i s  p ossib le  that the poem as we have i t  i s  an unrevised d ra ft.
See the le t t e r  from John Taylor in  N.Q. j 5th s e r ie s . May 19th 1877,
p. 386.
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worthy of our resp ec t, than i s  suggested , fo r  example, by P rofessor  

S u lliv a n 's  ch a ra cter isa tion  quoted e a r l ie r .

A reader try in g  to  come to  some understanding o f what kinds o f  p leasures  

Ovid's poem might hold beyond th ose o f sem i-pom ographic t i t i l l a t i o n  could  

perhaps discount comments by th ose  puritans of a l l  ages whose o b jec tio n s  

seem to  be prim arily  to  the poem's sub ject-m atter, and who, one im agines, 

would object to  almost any l it e r a tu r e  d ea lin g  so e x p l ic i t ly  and u n cen so iiou sly  

w ith ex tra -m arita l sexu al r e la t io n s . A c r u c ia l c r i t i c a l  problem fo r  many 

readers of the Ars has been to  decide p r e c is e ly  in  what sense th e  poem i s  

to  be taken as o ffer in g  advice to  p rospective lo v ers  and p r e c is e ly  how i t s  

poet stands in  r e la t io n  t o  th e  advice being o ffered . For P rofessor  

S u llivan  as (one assumes) fo r  many of th o se  who have objected  to  th e  poem 

on moral grounds, Ovid i s  very d ir e c t ly  'behind' th e poem -  a ca llo u s  

seducer w ith  a knowing and degraded view o f women and a view o f lo v e  as an 

ap p etite  to  be fed or a ted iou s d isea se  to  be m edicated, o ffer in g  advice  

to  h is  fe llo w  males on techniques and s tr a te g ie s  o f seduction  which he 

intends them to  fo llo w , and i l lu s t r a t in g  h is  case with s to r ie s  vdiich 

demonstrate and supports men's easy success at achieving th e ir  ends, and 

women's powerful (but secre t and unacknowledged) d e s ire s  to  co lla b o ra te  w ith  

them. For other commentators (p a r t icu la r ly  sch olars informed about th e  

p o ss ib le  analogues o f Ovid's poem or i t s  h is t o r ic a l  context) th e  main 

in te r e s t  o f th e  Ars i s  seen as more narrowly l i t e r a r y  or h is t o r ic a l  -  in  

th e  way, fo r  example, in  which i t  con sciou sly  e x p lo its  in  incongruous 

circum stances th e  precedures and conventions of d id a ctic  poetry (both

H e lle n is t ic  and Roman), or guys th e  lo f t y  moral id e a ls  o f Augustus, or
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tu rn s on th e ir  heads the fe e l in g s  and s itu a t io n s  fa m ilia r  to  readers of 

th e  'ser iou s*  lo v e -e le g ie s  of C atu llus, T ib u llu s , and P ropertius.^

Dryden's way of tr a n s la tin g  th e  f i r s t  book o f the Ars shows u s , I  

th in k , th a t he saw Ovid's poem as a d iscourse o f a more in te r e s t in g  and 

( in  th e  b est sen se) 'so p h is tica te d ' kind than i s  suggested by any o f th ese  

accounts. He seems to  have seen O vid's manner in  th e  poem almost as a kind  

o f exten sion  o f the manner we have already observed in  th e  Amores ; th e  

v o ic e  of th e  'rak ish ' narrator i s  not something rece iv in g  th e  straightforw ard  

and u n re flec tin g  endorsement o f th e  p oet, but a v e h ic le  whereby a s e r ie s  of  

su rp r is in g ly  d iverse  thoughts about the nature o f lo v e  are f lo a te d  fo r  our 

contem plation. A fter see in g  the way in  which Dryden has responded to  th e  

tone and manner o f Ovid's o r ig in a l, one might have th e  confidence to  o f fe r  

a d escr ip tio n  o f the Ars rather along the fo llow in g  l in e s :  Ovid w i t t i l y

e x p lo its  the fa c t  th a t th ere are various 'a r ts  o f lo v e ' p ractised  in  every

day l i f e ,  th a t men and women do adopt cer ta in  q u ite  d e lib er a te  s tr a te g ie s  

and p loys to  a ttra c t and keep th e ir  p artn ers. These ' a r t s ' ,  however are, 

as Ovid r e a l i s e s ,  o f qu ite  a d if fe r e n t kind from th e s o r ts  o f te c h n ic a l  

ex p er tise  vdiich, in  ancient tim es, formed th e  tr a d it io n a l subject-m atter of 

d id a c tic  verse -  m edicine, a g r icu ltu re , f is h in g , e t c .  -  and i t  i s  t h is  

discrepancy which forms the b a s is  o f many o f th e  poem's comic e f f e c t s .

Ovid a lso  e x p lo it s , in  t h is  poem, h is  own reputation  as a 'm aster of the  

a rt o f lo v e ' derived from h is  fame as author o f the Amores. The Ars

1 . See, for exançde, L. P. Wilkins on, Ovid Recalled (Cambridge, 1955), pp. 118- 
135, passim, A .S .H ollis, 'The Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris' in  Ovid, 
ed. J.W.Binns (London and Boston, 1973), pp. 84-115, passim.
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contains, under the gu ise of 'a d v ice ', many shrewd observations about 

the r e a l - l i f e  behaviour of men and women in  lo v e . The generous comedy of  

many o f the l i t t l e  scenes prevents them from being merely ca llou s sneering. 

And though the lo g ic  o f the poem ought to  make i t  a smug p iece of male 

chauvinism, th is  i s  prevented by the fa c t th a t, as in  the Amores, i t  i s  

the men who are often  shown up as dupes, and revealed to  be le s s  in  control 

than they would l ik e  to  be. Ovid, i t  appears, i s  not so inqprisoned by a 

narrowly masculine se t  of assumptions and a ttitu d es as he pretends he i s ,  

and i s  sometimes taken to  be.^

This conception o f the Ars (revealed to  us by Dryden's version as a 

whole) exp lains, I  th ink , how l ig h t ly  he seems to  have managed the many 

discrepancies and contradictions which, as commentators have noted, e x is t  

in  the poem i f  one t r ie s  to  think o f i t  (as one i s  apparently in v ited  by 

the poet to  do) as a coherent argument, or t r ie s  to  see i t s  various examples 

as i l lu s t r a t iv e  of a s in g le  viewpoint on, or th e s is  about, lo v ers ' behaviour. 

Dryden seems to  have th o u ^ t  of Ovid's poem as something a ltogether more 

opportunistic and tea sin g .

I t  would be qu ite  p ossib le  to  exerpt an anthology of passages both

1 . For the popularity of Ovid among female readers, see Dryden's Preface 
to  Fables

. . .  besides many of the Learn'd, Ovid has
almost a l l  th e  Beaux, and th e  whole Fair
Sex, h is  d ec la r 'd  Patrons. ,

(K insley, IV, 1445)
c f .  a lso  the E p istle  to  Wÿe S a lto n s ta ll's  version of Ovid's H eroicall 
E p istles  (1636 ) ,  s ig s .  A3r-A5v, e sp ec ia lly  these l in e s  :

. . .  t h is  h is  comfort was in  Banishment.
His Love, and L in es, did yeeld  your sex  con ten t.
Let E nglish  Gentlewomen as kind appears 
To Ovid, as th e  Roman Ladies w ere.



272.

from Ovid's o r ig in a l and from Dryden's version which, taken ind iv idu ally

and out of context, could sound lik e  extracts from a callous manual of

seduction, or ( in  the case of Dryden's version) the advice offered  by a

'tearing blade' to  a younger conpanion. One could imagine, fo r  example,

these short passages from Dryden's version coming from the l ip s  of a Woodall

or a Homer, thus seeming to  support a view of Ovid's in ten tion s rather l ik e

that described by Professor Sullivan :

F irst then b e liev e , a l l  Women may be won;
Attempt with Confidence, the Work i s  done.
The Grasshopper sh a ll f i r s t  forbear to  s in g .
In Summer Season, or the Birds in  Spring;
Than Women can r e s is t  your f la t te r in g  S k ill:
Ev'n She w i l l  y ie ld , who swears she never w i l l .

(305-310)

Man i s  more tenp'rate in  h is  Lust than they;
And more than Women, can h is  Passion sway.

(317-318)

Doubt not from them an easie  Victory:
Scarce of a thousand Dames w i l l  one deny.
A ll Women are content that Men shou'd woe:
She who complains, and She who w il l  not d o .l

(384-387)

Act w ell the Lover, l e t  thy Speech abound 
In dying words, that represent thy Wound.
D istrust not her b e lie f;  she w i l l  be mov'd.
A ll Women think they merit to  be lo v 'd .

(692-695)

But ' t i s  a Venial Sin to  Cheat the Fair;
A ll Men have Liberty of Conscience there.
On cheating î r̂mphs a Cheat i s  w ell design'd ,
'T is a prophane, and a d e c e itfu l Kind.

(727-730)

Thus ju s t ly  Women su ffer  by D eceit;
Their Practice authorises us to  cheat.

(741-742)

1. 1. 385 i s  a c lo se  adaptation of Hoy's :
Y ou 'll find  scarce One in  Ten who dares deny.
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Perhaps she c a lls  i t  Force; but i f  she 'scape.
She w i l l  not thank you for  th'om itted Rape.
The Sex i s  cunning to  conceal th e ir  F ires,
They would be fo rc 'd , ev'n to  th e ir  own D esires.
They seem t'a ccu se  you, with a down-cast S igh t,
But in  th e ir  Souls confess you did them r ig h t.

(760-765)

I t  would, however, be equally p ossib le  to  exerpt from the Book an

a ltern ative  se r ie s  of passages in  which we are constantly reminded o f how

the seducer i s ,  fo r  a l l  h is  techniques and s tr a te g ie s , very frequently  caught

ou t. One o f th e  p la ces  recommended fo r  p ick in g  up g i r l s  i s  th e  lawcourbs.

To bring out i t s  p o in t, Dryden has given Ovid's l i t t l e  scene the g en tle st

nudge towards the London of h is  own day ;

And i f  the Hall i t  s e l f  be not b ely 'd .
Even th ere  th e  Cause o f Love i s  o ften  t i y ' d .
Near i t  at le a s t ,  or in  the Palace Yard;
From whence the noisy  Combatants are heard.
The crafty  Counsellors, in  formal Gown,
There gain another's Cause, but lo se  th e ir  own.
There Eloquence i s  nonplust in  the Sute;
And Lawyers, lAo had Words at W ill, are mute.
Venus. from her adjoyning Temple, sm ile s .
To see them caught in  th e ir  l i t ig io u s  W iles.
Grave Senators lead home the Youthful Dame;
Returning C lien ts , when they Patrons came. 1

(86-97)

Just as Venus i s  a rea l force to  be reckoned with at the lawcourts, so she 

i s  a lso  in  evidence at the g la d ia to r ia l contests :

1 . C alifornia  (IV, 761) follow s Kinsley (IV, 2087) in  pointing out here 
an a llu sio n  to  'Westminster H all, with Palace Yard adjacent', and 
c it in g  Tom Brown's description  o f the p lace. 11. 92-93 are a consider
ably more pointed reworking of W olferston's

Oft in  t h is  place the Eloquent are mute.
New th ings f a l l  out, they must plead th e ir  own su te .
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Nor at th e  Sword-play le s s  th e  Lover th r iv e s:
For th ere  th e  Son o f Venus f ig h ts  h is  Prize;
And deepest Wounds are o f t  r ece iv 'd  from Eyes.
One, w hile th e Crowd th e ir  Acclamations make;
Or w h ile  he B e tts , and puts h is  Ring to  Stake,
Is  struck from fa r , and f e e l s  th e f ly in g  Dart;
And o f th e  Sp ectacle  i s  made a Part.

(191-197)

The Baian baths, a Roman h ea lth  r e so r t , are a ls o  recommended as a pick-up

p o in t. But th er e , to o , the b ite r  i s  more o ften  b it te n  :

The Ba.ian Baths, where Ships a t Anchor r id e .
And yrtiolesome Streams from Sulphur Fountains g lid e :
Where wounded Youths are by Experience tau ght.
The Waters are le s s  h e a lth fu l than th ey  thought.

(291-294)

And i t  i s  hard to  see  e x a c tly  how t h is  passage (on th e  g i r l ' s  birthday)

f i t s  in to  a poem which purports to  be g lo a tin g  smugly about man's mastery

over the w ile s  o f womankind; again th e  speaker, in  the act o f v o ic in g  h is

contempt of women, in  fa c t  revea ls  how e a s i ly  th ey  make men look r id icu lo u s:

But than her B irth-day seldom comes a worse;
When Bribes and Presents must be sen t of course;
And th a t 's  a bloody Day, th a t co sts  th y  Purse.
Be stanch; y e t Parsimony w i l l  be vain:
The craving Sex w i l l  s t i l l  th e Lover dra in .
No S k i l l  can s h i f t  'em o f f ,  nor Art remove;
They w i l l  be Begging vAien th ey  know we Love.
The Merchant comes upon th 'appointed  Day,
Who s h a ll  before thy Face, h is  Wares d isp la y .
To chuse fo r  her she craves thy  kind Advice;
Then begs again , to  bargain fo r  the Price:
But when she has her Purchase in  her Eye,
She hugs th ee  c lo s e , and k is s e s  th ee  to  buy.
'T is  what I  want, and ' t i s  a Pennorth too;
In many years I  w i l l  not trou b le  you.
I f  you complain you have no ready Coin;
No manner, ' t i s  but W riting o f a Line;
A l i t t l e  B i l l ,  not to  be paid at S igh t;
(Now curse the Time when thou werb taught to  W rite.)
She keeps her Birth-day; you must send th e Chear;
And s h e ' l l  be Bom a hundred tim es a year.
With d a ily  L ies she dribs th ee in to  Cost;
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That Ear-ring dropt a Stone, that Ring i s  lo s t :
They often  borrow what they never pay;
What e 'e r  you lend her think i t  thrown away.
Had I  ten  Mouths and Tongues to  t e l l  each Art,
A ll wou'd be weary'd e 'e r  I to ld  a Part. 1

(471-497)

And lin e s  692-695 (quoted above in  my f i r s t  l i s t  of examples) are immediately

juxtaposed in  the poem with th ese , quite d iffer en t, thoughts :

Sometimes a Man begins to  Love in  Jest;
And a fte r , f e e ls  the Torments he profe s t .
For your own sakes be p i t i f u l  ye Fair;
For a fe ign 'd  Passion, may a true prepare.

(696-699)

Despite the personal of rakish confidence, the poem i s ,  in d ir e c tly ,

constantly bringing home to  us in  such passages the misplaced nature of

that confidence.

In passages l ik e  the birthday scene, Dryden has c lea r ly  been (as he 

was in  the Amores versions) greatly  a ss isted  in  h is task of tra n sla tin g  by 

the s im ila r ity  between certain  of the everyday scenes of Roman and seven

teenth-century English l i f e .  Indeed, the vrtiole of h is  version depends

cru c ia lly  on the ex istence in  Dryden's own day of a world o f 'lib era ted '
2

rela tio n s broadly analogous to  that which obtained in  Ovid's Rome.

1. S ig n ific a n tly , th is  passage owes almost nothing (apart from an end- 
word from Heywood in  483) to  Dryden's predecessors. W olferston had 
rendered the scene in  an almost humourless way. Hoy's version , l ik e  
Dryden's, i s  jau n tily  co llo q u ia l but, unlike Dryden, he doesn't 
encourage us to  enjoy the g ir l ' s  wheedling at the expense of the  
man. Wycherley seems to  have im itated th is  passage in  the f in a l  
scene of The Country W ife.

2. On th is  su b ject, see F.A.Wright, The Lover's Handbook, pp .72ff and 
J .P .S u lliv a n , Ezra Pound and Sextus Propertius, pp. 46-49 (c it in g  
J.P.V.D. Balsdon's Roman Women) ,  and (on English conditions) J.H.Wilson, 
A ll the King's Ladies : Actresses of the Restoration (Chicago, 1958).
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For example, the passages in  h is  version depicting the th ea tre , w hile

making no undue e ffo r t to  'update' Ovid's scene, would s tr ik e  a note o f

immediate fa m ilia r ity  for any readers o f ,  say, the m aterials co llec ted

and discussed in  Chapters 2 and 3 of Montague Summers' book. The

Restoration Theatre.^ Thus when Dryden w rites , immediately a fter  the

episode describing the Rape of the Sabine Women,

Thus Love in  Theaters did f i r s t  inqprove;
And Theaters are s t i l l  the Scene of Love.

(156-157)

he i s  both g iving a c lose  rendering of Ovid's

S c i l ic e t  ex i l l o  solennia more theatra  
Nunc quoque formosis in sid io sa  manent.

(133-134)

and a lso  endowing the lin e s  with a sp ec ia l s ign ifican ce  fo r  readers of 

h is  own days ( ' s t i l l '  referring to  1693 every b it  as much as 'nunc' did  

to  2 B.C.)

The ease with which Dryden hasaccommodated Ovid's l i t t l e  love-scenes  

to  the mores of h is  own world, and the d eta iled  l i f e  with which he has 

again and again invested th e ir  recreation (for  example in  the Circus scene,

11. 158-197, the scene concerning the maid, 11. 396-452, and the l e t t e r -  

w riting episode, 11. 498-553) suggests that \diat has most appealed to  him 

in  many parts of the poem i s  Ovid's shrewd observation o f the nature of  

lovers' behaviour, observation which i s  offered as advice, but which 

actu ally  derives i t s  a ttraction  fo r  the reader from the r e a lity  which 

every reader recognises from h is  own experience.

1. Montague Summers, The Restoration Theatre (London, 1934).
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I t  thus seems a p ity  th a t, at the very opening of h is  version, in

h is  anxiety to  su b stitu te  h is  own l i t t l e  un iversity-joke (one which,

in c id en ta lly , seems to  have attracted  K eats),

In Cupid' s School, whoe'er wou'd take Degree,
Must learn h is Rudiments, by reading m e.l

(1- 2)

Dryden has obscured Ovid's sub tler expression of mild surprise that 

everyone i s  not a learned expert in  the f ie ld  of study that h e 's  offering  

to  teach :

S i quis in  hoc artem populo non novit amandi;
Me leg a t; & le c to  carmine doctus amet,

(1- 2)

As in  h is  versions from the Amores, Dryden's attenpts to  bring home

to  h is  English readers the d e ta ils  of the behaviour of Ovid's lovers has

led  him to  exp lo it the idioms of the rakish poetry and plays of h is  own

tim es, and fo r  t h is  he has been taken to  task  (and in  Ovid's name), for

exanple by Professor F.W.V/right, w riting in  1925 :

. . .  I  cannot help thinking that those c r it ic s  vdio are 
most severe on Ovid are often  influenced , perhaps 
unconsciously, by Dryden's English more than Ovid's 
Latin. Dryden i s  overfond of such words as brothel, 
cuckold, and the l ik e ,  which here are quite out of 
p lace , and he frequently tra n sla tes  the in o ffen sive  
p u ella  by a monosyllable, now fortunately  gone out 
of p o lite  use, which brings a fte r  i t  a tra in  of ideas 
wherewith Ovid at le a s t  has no sympathy. 2

1. c f .  Lamia, i .  197-8 ;
As though in  Cupid's co llege  she had spent 
Sweet days a lo v e ly  graduate, . . .

The echo i s  c ited  in  The Poems of John Keats, ed. Miriam A llo tt  (London, 
1970), p .625.

2. The Lover's Handbook, p. 72.
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The e d ito r s  o f th e  'Everyman' tr a n s la tio n  o f Ovid c i t e  some o f P rofessor

W right's remarks approvingly, and add,

O vid's purpose was n o t, a fte r  a l l ,  t o  w rite  an essay  
on h a r lo try . 1

But n e ith e r , I  th in k , was Dryden's, fo r  although he considerab ly  strengthened

O vid's l in e s

E ste procul v it t a e  ten u es, in s ig n e  pudoris;
Quaeque t e g is  medios, in s t i t a  longa, pedes.

Nos Venerem tutam concessaque fu r ta  canemus:
Inque meo nullum carmine crimen e r i t .

(31-34)

in  h is  own

Far hence you V esta ls  be, who bind your Hair;
And W ives, who Gowns below your Ankles wear.
I  s in g  th e B rothels lo o se  and uncon fin 'd , )
Th' unpunishable Pleasures of the Kind; )
Which a l l  a - l ik e ,  fo r  Love, or Mony f in d . )

(35-39)

i t  i s  c le a r  from numerous passages in  h is  v ers io n , as we have seen , th a t  

Dryden's poem has a broader range o f referen ce than th e  goings-on in  

Whetstone Park. In t h i s  resp ec t, Dryden i s  every b it  as opportunist as 

Ovid seems to  have been.

Such a su ggestion  i s  confirmed, I  th in k , by the fa c t  th a t Dryden 

seems to  have seen  O vid's use of n arrative  ep isodes and m ythological

1. Ovid, Selected  Works, ed. J.C. & M.Thornton (London, 1939), p. x i .
In th e  in trod u ction  to  h is  e d it io n , A .S .H o llis  p o in ts  out th a t Ovid i s  
d e lib e r a te ly  in c o n s is te n t about th e p rec ise  s ta tu s  o f th e  g i r l s  in  h is  
poem, perhaps to  avoid charges o f having recommended adu ltery , thereby  
f la g r a n t ly  f la u n tin g  Augustus' p u rita n n ica l Lex J u lia  o f 18 B.C.
H o llis  points out that although Ovid says h e's  w riting about m eretrices 
( i.4 3 5 ; i i i .  615; T r is t ia , i i .  303) the g ir ls  in  the poem actu a lly  
seem more l ik e  the married women that appear in  the Roman love e le g ie s .
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examples not (as some commentators have done) just as ' r e l i e f  from the  

advice, but more as a means of giving extension and am plification  to  the  

various v ign ettes  of lovers' 'manners', a w itty  and soph isticated  means of 

suggesting that the lovers' behaviour being portrayed i s n ' t  merely the  

observation of a lib e r tin e  's p e c ia l is t '  at one point in  tim e, but more a 

consciously humorous yet tru th fu l i l lu s tr a t io n  of the permanent and 

universal laws that can be seen to  govern the behaviour of men and women 

in  love.

One such episode (which Dryden has responded to  with evident warmth) 

comes as part of the section  of the poem advising the lover on what part 

drinking should p lay in  h is  amorous a c t iv it ie s  :

Dant etiam p o sit i s  aditum convivia mensis:
Est a liq u id , praeter vina, quod inde petas.

Saepe i l l i c  p o s it i  ten er is  adducta la c e r t is  
Purpureus Bacchi cornua p re ss it  Amor.

Vinaque cum bibulas sparsere Cupidinis a la s ,
Permanet, & capto s ta t gravis i l l e  loco .

lU e  quidem pennas v e lo c ite r  excut i t  udas:
Sed tamen & sparsi pectus amore nocet.

Vina parant animos, faciuntque caloribus apt os:
Cura fu g it  multo dilu iturque mero.

Tunc veniunt r isu s; tunc pauper cornua sumit :
Tunc dolor & curae, rugaque fro n tis  a b it .

Tunc aperit mentes, aevo rarissim a nostro 
Sim p licitas; artes excutiente Deo.

I l l i c  saepe animos juvenum rapuere puellae:
Et Venus in  v in is , ig n is  in  igne f u it .

(229-244)

Dryden has rendered th is  passage (a  notoriously  tr ick y  one -  C la ssica l 

scholars are s t i l l  in  substantia l disagreement about some of the d e ta ils  

of i t s  meaning) so as to  s tress  (rather more c lea r ly  and fu lly  even than 

had Ovid) both the a ttr a c tiv e ly  seductive power of wine, and i t s  e f fe c t s ,  

both b e n e fic ia l and otherwise, for the lover.^  What he has given us i s

1. See the d iscussion  in  H o llis ' ed itio n , pp. 83-86.
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not ju st a refined version of the words of Macbeth's porter, or a restatement

of the sentiments of Wycherley's Homer :

Wine g ives you lib e r ty , love takes i t  away. . . .
Wine makes us w itty; lo v e , only so ts . Wine makes 
us sleep; love breaks i t .1

but a l i t t l e  nythological scene whose w it allows us to  hold together in  our

minds the f u l l  range of w ine's e f fe c ts  and th e ir  equivocal in terre la tio n

with Love's; every l in e  i s  here f u l l  of rich and p recise  humorous observation

o f the various ways in  which wine and love both exalt and hum iliate ;

In Feasts, as at our Shows, new Means abound;
More Pleasure th ere , than th a t o f Wine i s  found.
The Paphian Goddess th ere  her Ambush la y s;
And Love between the Horns of Bacchus plays:
D esires encrease at ev 'ry  sw illin g  Draught;
Brisk Vapours add new Vigour to  the Thought.
There Cupid's  purple Wings no F l i ^ t  afford;
But wet with Wine, he f lu t te r s  on the Board.
He shakes h is  Pinnions, but he cannot move;
Fix'd he remains, and turns a Maudlin Love.
Wine warms the Blood, and makes the S p ir its  flow;
Care f l i e s ,  and Wrinkles from the Forehead go:
Exalts the Poor, Invigorates the Weak;
Gives Mirth and Laughter, and a Rosy Cheek.
Bold Truths i t  speaks; and spoken, dares maintain:
And brings our old S im plicity  again.
Love sparkles in  the Cup, and f i l l s  i t  higher:
Wine feeds the Flames, and Fuel adds to  F ire. 2

2/ 8)

1. The Complete Plays of William Wycherley, ed. c i t . ,  p. 256.
2. In h is  ed itio n  (commenting on 1.264 of the Latin te x t)  A .S .H ollis  

in terp rets Ovid's meaning as suggesting that Cupid holds down the horns 
of Bacchus as in  w restling . E.J.Kenney (c ited  in  H o llis ' ed ition  on
11. 269- 7 0 ) suggests that Ovid's meaning i s  that Cupid f l i e s  o f f ,  leaving  
the wine in fected  with Love. Crispinus' In terpretatio  ( I  5 408) i s ,
however, c lo ser  to  Dryden's reading :

. . . i l l e  manet grav is  in  lo co  ob sesso . I l l e  quidem movet 
c e le r i t e r  pennas humidas: sed tamen la e d i t .  & f a c i t  ut 
pectus amore moveatur.

H o llis  paraphrases Ovid's 11.237-44 more simply than Dryden: 'Wine
prepares the heart for  love; i t  removes a l l  worries and in h ib itio n s,  
making men behave in  a completely natural way'. Dryden's 'e x a lts '  (273) 
carries an overtone which colours the e f fe c ts  of the wine momentarily 
with an almost re lig io u s  d ign ity .
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What Dryden seems to  have p articu larly  valued in  Ovid's episode 

i s  the opportunity i t s  w itty  mode afforded to  be true to  more of the 

fa c ts  of the case than would be p ossib le  i f  one were try ing  to  make a 

'p o in t' about drunkenness, or see i t  from one particu lar point of view.

I f  much of the w it rebounds on the drunken lover (for exap^le, in  the  

double-edged im plications of 'S im p lic ity ')  we are a lso  reminded at many 

points of the potency and d eligh t afforded by both Venus and Bacchus.^

They may not be the gods of a formal r e lig io n , but they certa in ly  stand 

fo r  forces whose power in  the world we recognise d a ily .

The same subject i s  treated  again in  the Bacchus and Ariadne episode. 

The comical behaviour of the drunken Silenus i s  v iv id ly  rea lised  in  Dryden's 

English .

Silenus on h is  Ass did next appear;
And held upon the Mane (the God was clear) 2

(610-611)
(fo r  Ovid's

Ebrius ecce senex pando Silenus a s e llo ,
Vix sedet; & pressas continet arte jubas.

(543-544) )

Yet Bacchus' appearance i t s e l f  i s  genuinely m ajestic and godlike, and h is  

conduct towards the deserted Ariadne i s  marked by a rea l tenderness :

1. Wilkinson (c ited  by H ollis  on Ovid 242) g lo sses  ' s in ç l ic i t a s '  le s s
in te r e st in g ly  as 'p r istin e  modesty'. Here H o llis 's  in terpretation
( . . . 'w in e  s tr ip s  away everything that hides a person's underlying 
character') i s  close to  Dryden's.

2. 'Clear' i s  a contenç)orary cant term. See B.E.,Gent., A New D ictionary
of the Terms Ancient and Modem of the Canting Crew (London, 1&99) :

Clear, c. very Drunk. The Cull i s  c lear , l e t ' s  B ite him, c.
The Fellow i s  Damn'd Drunk, le t 'sd ia r p  him.
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And now the God of Wine came d riv in g  on.
High on h is  Chariot by sw ift  Tygers drawn.
Her Colour, Voice and Sense forsook the fa ir ;
Thrice did her trem bling Feet fo r  f l ig h t  prepare.
And th r ic e  a ffr ig h ted  did her f l i g h t  forbear.
She shook, l ik e  lea v es  of Com, when Tempests blow;
Or slen d er Reeds th a t in  th e Marshes grow.
To whom th e G od Compose th y  fe a r fu l Mind;
In me a tru er  Husband thou sh a lt  f in d .
With Heav'n I  w i l l  endow th ee; and thy S tar,
S h a ll with p rop itiou s Light be seen afar:
And guide on Seas, th e  doubtfu l Mariner.
He sa id ; and from h is  Chariot leap in g  l ig h t ;
Lest the grim Tygers shou'd th e Nymp^h a f fr ig h t .
His brawny Arms around her wast he threw;
(For Gods, what ere th ey  w i l l ,  w ith ease can do:)
And s w if t ly  bore her thence; th 'a tten d in g  throng  
Shout at th e  S ig h t, and s in g  th e N uptial song.

(616-633)

The end o f th e  sto ry  w i t t i ly  combines Bacchus' tenderness with h is  drinking

in  a way th a t avoids th e  sneer which might q u ite  e a s i ly  acconçany t h i s

p a r ticu la r  thought ;

Now in  f u l l  bowls her Sorrow she may steep :
The Bridegroom's Liquor la y s  the Bride a sleep .

(634-635)

In the episode o f the Rape o f the Sabine Women Dryden seems again to  

have found in  Ovid's sto ry  a g en era lity  o f in te r e s t  and im p lica tion  which 

cannot be f u l ly  accounted fo r  by merely tak ing th e in c id en t at i t s  apparent 

fa c e -v a lu e , as a d ig ress io n  o ffered  by Ovid, lo v e 's  p receptor, to  h is  

students to  i l lu s t r a t e  h is  advice on vdiere to  p ick up g i r l s .  Ovid i s  

o s te n s ib ly  suggesting  at t h is  poin t in  th e Ars th a t th e  behaviour o f  

Romulus and h is  so ld ie r s  provides an h is to r ic a l  precedent fo r  amatory 

adventures in  th e  th ea tre! But Dryden's r e t e l l in g  o f th e  episode in d ic a te s  

th a t he has seen i t  as a fa b le  w ith broader im p lica tio n s , one which g iv es  

r is e  t o ,  and a cts  as a focus fo r , sp ecu la tion s on two su b jects  w hich, as 

we have seen , were recurrent in te r e s t s  fo r  him: the sexu al l ic e n s e  and
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'g en ero sity ' o f monarchs, and the b izarre and paradoxical r e s u lt s  o f  

natural p assion s.

Dryden seems to  have regarded t h is  passage very much as he regarded

some o f  the Metamorphoses episodes in  Examen Poeticum. Thus, w h ile  in

h is  version  he has included some p a r tic u la r ly  barbed comments on Romulus

and h is  so lid e r s  (drawing not only on h is  f e e l in g s  about W illiam  I I I  but

a lso  on h is  experience of Charles I I  and on current fe e lin g s  about th e

question  o f th e  'standing army' ) ^we are not allow ed, p a r tly  because of th e

very jau n tin ess and vigorous race o f the co u p le ts , to  view th e  rape sim ply

as an act o f gratitu ou s v io len ce  (as h is  predecessor Thomas Hoy seems to  have

done) or to  r e s t r ic t  our in te r e s t  to  th a t o f w itn essin g  a m an ifesta tion  o f a

monarch's tyranny.^ We are (d e lib e r a te ly , i t  seems) allow ed, fo r  example, no

inwardness w ith the g i r l s '  fe e l in g s  during th e  rape, and th e  moment o f the

onslaught i t s e l f  i s  seen almost as a time-honoured sporting  event :

The Monarch gave th e  S ig n a l from h is  Throne;
And r is in g , bad h is  merry Men f a l l  on.
The M artial Crew, l ik e  S o ld iers  ready p r e st .
Just at the Word (the Word to o  was the B est)
With jo y fu l Cries each other animate.
Some choose, and some at Hazzard se iz e  th e ir  Mate.

(129-134)

At th e end of the ep isode, Ovid's lo v er  addresses h is  bride in  terms 

which claim  fo r  h is  conduct th e  d ig n ity  o f one o f th e  most sacred natural

1. C alifornia  IV, 762 suggests the s a t ir ic a l  glance at William I I I .  The 
subject of the 'standing army' had, of course, been a matter of concern 
from Cromwell's day. For Dryden's cwn fe e lin g s  in  the 1690's ,  see the  
headnote to  The Sixteenth Satire of Juvenal, and Ward, L etters , p .124. 
The top ic  also  provided him with a stroke for Palamon and A rcite :

So laugh'd he, when the r ig h tfu l Titan f a i l 'd .
And Jove's  usurping Arms in  Heav'n p reva il'd .
Laugh'd a l l  the Pow'rs who favour Tyranny;
And a l l  the Standing Army of the Sky.

( I I I .  669-672)
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bonds known to  the Romans.

...Q u id  teneros lacrymis corrunç)is oceHos?
Quod matri pater e s t ,  hoc t i b i ,  d ix i t ,  ero.

(129-130)

Dryden responded in  h is  version to  the seriousness of the claim :

. . Soul es far  b etter  Part,
Cease weeping, nor a f f l i c t  thy tender Heart:
For what thy Father to  thy Mother was.
That Faith to  th ee, that solemn Vow I  pass!

(148-151)

(His predecessor W olferston had made the so ld ie r ’s words sound merely lik e

a cynical sneer.

. .  .Why weeps my Dear? l ’l e  be no other 
To th ee, than was thy Father to  thy Mother.

(129-130) )

We can pez4iaps speculate with some confidence that Dryden was try ing

for a ’double’ note here which would allow us to  view Romulus’ conduct

both as a monstrous abuse, and a working out of the in ev itab le  laws of

Nature, so th at both elements in  the paradox ’matrimonial Rape’ (126) are

held in  equipoise, and the humour in  jokes l ik e

To h is  new Subjects a commodious Man;
(112)

and

Thus Romulus became so popular;
(152)

becomes ex q u is ite ly  two-edged.

In the episode of Pasiphae and the b u ll, Dryden seems, again, to  have 

seen the episode as one with almost an independent in te r e st  from that 

suggested by i t s  immediate context in  the Ars. Ovid i s  here o sten sib ly  

follow ing up h is  suggestions to  h is  students that women’s passions are
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(for  mil th e ir  p rotestation s to  the contrary) as strong, or stronger, than 

mens , with a story that provides conclusive proof of h is  point -  th a t of 

Pasiphae*s love for  a b u ll. Again, Dryden seems to  have seen in  the  

episode the opportunity to  trea t a se r ie s  of events vrtiich, in  almost any 

other imaginable kind of handling would in ev itab ly  involve ca llou sn ess, 

prurience or pious horror, but which in  Ovid’ s ta le  are presented almost 

n eu tra lly  (but not in a tten tiv e ly ) as Natural phenomena vdiich can be faced  

for what they are.

Far from encouraging us to  view Pasiphae as (in  Professor S u llivan ’ s

phrase) an ’uncontrolled b e s t ia l i s t ’ , Dryden seems intend on inqpressing

upon us with a rea l d e licacy  and almost a note of wry astonishment the

curious paradoxes in  behaviour which such a strange passion would in ev ita b ly

bring about, without passing any judgement on them or drawing any s in g le

moral conclusion.^

She cut him Grass; (so much can Love command)
She strok’d, she fed him with her Royal Hand:
Was p lea s’d in  Pastures with the Herd to  rome;
And Minos by the Bull was overcome.

(336-339)

He d e lib era te ly  avoids, fo r  exanple, the disapproving note in ev ita b ly  struck

1. An exception to  t h is  i s  perhaps the unfortunately coarse note in  the  
pun on ’hom ’d ’ in  1. 347. In ’Dryden’s Versions o f Ovid’ , Comparative 
L iteratu re, 26 (1974), 193-202, William Frost c itesId iis p articu lar  
passage to  i l lu s t r a te  Dryden’ s warm response to  Ovid’ s s k i l l  at 
’trea tin g  a galaxy of moral dilemmas a r is in g  out of human sex u a lity , 
with a f u l l  recognition  of th e ir  pathos, th e ir  comedy, th e ir  eroticism , 
and th e ir  anim ality’ .
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vdien W olferston and Heywood re fer  to  her in  th e ir  version s as ’ lu s t f u l

Pasiphae’, and recrea tes  her jea lou sy  w ith a wry but not unsynqpathetic

v iv id n ess  q u ite  m issed by W olferston :

Ah q u o ties  vaccam vu ltu  sp ecta v it in iquo.
Et d i x i t ,  Domino cur p la ce t i s t a  meol 

A sp ice, ut ante ipsum te n e r is  exu lt e t  in  herb is:
Nec d u b ito , quin se s tu lt a  decere pute t ,

(313-316)

She curses ev ’ry beauteous Cow she see s ;
Ah, why dost thou my Lord and Master p lea se!
And th in k ’s t ,  u n gratefu l Creature as thou a r t .
With fr is k in g  aw kard ly , to  gain h is  Heart.

(352-355)

W olferston’ s v ersio n  had read

How hath shee frown’d, when she did H eifers s e e .
And sa id , why should my Lord so pleased  bee?
See how shee lea p s before him, th in k in g  to  
P lease  him, im agines h ee’s d e ligh ted  so .

(313-316)

Dryden’s v ersio n  o f th e  Ars shows us th a t he has seen Ovid’ s poem not 

as a cy n ica l manual o f sed u ction , f i t  m atter fo r  th e  coarsest o f th e  Court 

Rakes, but as a so p h is tic a te d  kind o f  poem in  which th e  o s te n s ib le  occasion

o f a le c tu r e  on rakish  s tra teg y  i s  used o p p o rtu n is tica lly  to  r e le a se  a

s e r ie s  o f fa r  more d iv erse  and in te r e s t in g  thoughts about lo v e  and lo v ers  

than are allow ed fo r  in  many current d escr ip tio n s  o f th e  poem. However, 

although i t  con ta in s many f in e  lo c a l  touches and passages, th e  Ars has n ot, 

as Dryden h im self seems to  have recognised , provided him throughout w ith th e  

in sp ir a t io n  to  make as s a t is fy in g  and coherent an E nglish poem as he was 

enabled to  do by p arts  o f th e  Metamorphoses, and i t  i s  t o  h is  return t o  t h is  

poem, and to  th e  v ersio n s from i t  which he included in  h is  l a s t  volume. 

Fables Ancient and Modem, th a t we must now turn .
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Chapter S ix  : Ovid in  th e ’F ab les’ (I )  ; ’Ovidian Experiments’

( i )  Ovid in  th e  ’ Fables’

( i i )  ’Ovidian Experiments’ : The Trojan War Fables and 
’Meleager and A talanta’
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( i )  Ovid in  the ’Fables’

’Ovid, I keep repeating from one decade to  another’ , wrote Ezra Pound

in  1938, ’ i s  one of the most in terestin g  of a l l  enigmas -  i f  you grant

that he was an enigma at a l l ’ Pound’ s fe e lin g  that the a ttraction  of

Ovid’s poetry, while inescapable, has always been d if f ic u lt  to  account fo r ,

and to  face honestly , i s  amply confirmed, as we have seen, by a perusal of

the prose remarks of Dryden and h is  contemporaries. As la te  as 1697,

several years a fter  composing the f in e  versions from the Met amorphes es

and from Ovid’s amatory poems considered in  the la s t  two chapters, Dryden

again s ta ted  th a t h is  love  of Ovid was one which co ex isted  w ith an abiding

sense o f the serious objections that could be made to  h is  work. In h is

paraphrase of the Frenchman Segrais’ defence of V irg il against charges of

anachronism which he included in  th e  D edication to  h is  keneis, Dryden

included these remarks which are su b sta n tia lly  h is  own :

Shall we dare, continues S egra is, to  condemn V irg il, 
for  having made a F iction  against the order of tim e, 
when we commend Ovid and other Poets who have made 
many of th e ir  F ictions against the Order of Nature?
For what e lse  are the splendid Miracles of the  
Metamorphoses? Yet these are B eautiful as they  
are related; and have a lso  deep Learning and 
in stru ctiv e  Mythologies couch’d under them: 2

(K insley, I I I ,  1031)

Dryden’s mixture of continued, and increasing, admiration fo r  the  

Metamorphoses and h is  abiding worries about the poem’s p e c u lia r itie s  of 

s ty le ,  subject-m atter and what we might c a l l  ’p oetic a ttitu d e ’ perhaps

1. Ezra Pound, Guide to  Kulchur (1938; rpt. London, 1966), p. 272.
2. S egra is’ or ig in a l simply reads

Pourquoy le  condamnera-t-on  d’avoir f a i t  une f ic t io n
contre l ’ordre du temps, s i  on permet bien quelquefois
aux autres Poètes d ’en fa ir e  mesme contre l ’ordre de la  
nature?

There i s  no mention of Ovid. Se Jean Regnauld de Segrais, Preface
L’Énelde de V irgile (Paris, 1668), p .30.
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accounts fo r  th e  unevenness o f th e  renderings of ep isodes from th a t poem 

which he included in  h is  la s t  volume o f v erse . Fables Ancient and Modem.

For w hile th e b est o f Ovid version s in  th a t volume can rank, I  b e lie v e ,  

with th e renderings o f Chaucar, Boccacio and Homer both as f in e  tr a n s la tio n s  

and as f in e  E nglish  poems in  th e ir  own r ig h t , some o f th e  v ersion s have 

struck many o f th e ir  readers a s , in  d if fe r e n t ways, experim ental or only  

p a r t ia l ly  s u c c e s s fu l, version s which do l i t t l e  to  make th e ir  puzzling  

o r ig in a l any more a c ce ss ib le  to  th e  modem reader, and which, as E nglish  

poems, seem somehow only  p a r t ia l ly  coherent or p lea s in g .

In t h is  chapter I  s h a ll  comment b r ie f ly  and s e le c t iv e ly  on Dryden’ s 

’Ovidian experim ents’ (as I s h a l l  c a l l  th e  two episodes dea lin g  with th e  

Trojan War and th e  s to ry  o f Meleager and A talanta) , reserv in g  th e  f in a l  

chapter fo r  a more extended and d e ta iled  consideration  o f th ose poems in  

which Dryden composed versions which are at one and the same tim e s tr ik in g  

renderings o f t h e ir  L atin  o r ig in a ls  and f u l ly  s e lf -v a lid a t in g  E nglish  poems. 

Before turning to  th e  experim ental v ers io n s , however, some b r ie f  consideration  

must be given t o  the Fables volume as a whole, and to  th e  p lace vàiich th e  

Ovidian v ersion s might be thought to  occupy in  Dryden’ s scheme fo r  th a t  

volume.

Near th e  beginning of the Preface to  F ab les, Dryden su ggests th a t h is  

o r ig in a l in te n tio n  had been to  compile a ’Trojan War m iscella n y ’ , inclu ding  

both th e  Homeric and Ovidian accounts o f c ru c ia l ep isodes in  th e  Troy legend .^  

He was then led  on, he says, by h is  in t e r e s t ,  f i r s t  in  th e f if t e e n th  book,

1. K in sley , IV, 1444-1445.
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and then by other of h is  fa v o u rite  Ovidian s to r ie s  ( s to r ie s  which, he 

wrote in  a l e t t e r  to  Mrs .Steward, ’b est p lease  my fancy’ ) to  include more 

and more Ovid in  th e c o lle c t io n .^  Then, he says again in  th e  Preface, he 

was struck by certa in  s im ila r it ie s  between th e a r t is tr y  o f Ovid and th a t  

o f ’ our old  E nglish Poet Chaucer’ , s im ila r i t ie s  in  which, when th ey  are 

compared, Chaucer can gen era lly  be seen to  have th e  advantage over th e  

Latin p oet. Drawn again by h is  inçiression  o f s tr ik in g  a f f in i t i e s  ( t h is  

tim e w ith another medieval w r iter) Dryden th en , he sa y s, included in  the  

volume some v e r s if ie d  t a le s  from B occacio’ s Decameron, and completed the

1 . Ward, L etters , p. 109. The l e t t e r  i s  dated by Dryden ’Candlemass-Day 
16981 ( i . e .  1698/9).

2. K in sley , IV, 1445. Though many of h is  comments on in d iv id u a l w riters  
in  the Preface can be traced back to  predecessors, Dryden’ s conparison  
o f Ovid and Chaucer was, apparently, an e n t ir e ly  o r ig in a l one. See 
J.C.Sherwood, ’Dryden and th e Rules : th e  Preface to  th e  F ab les’ , 
J.E.G.P. , 52 (1953), 13-26 . He was taken to  task  fo r  i t  by h is  
enemy, Tom Brown, who in  h is  L etters from the Dead to  th e L iving
has an amusing dialogue between Chaucer and Dryden in  which th e  
former i s  made to  remark, in d ign an tly  ,

’ . . .  I  t e l l  you th ere  i s  no more resemblance 
between u s , as to  our manner of w r itin g , than  
th ere  i s  between a j o l l y  w ell-conplexioned  
Englishman and a b lack -h aired , th in  gutted  
I ta l ia n . ’

Dryden r e p lie s  ,
’ I  t e l l  you th a t you’re m istaken, and your two 
s ty le s  are as l ik e  one another as two Exchequer- 
t a l i i e s . ’

See Tom Brown, Amusements Serious and Comical and Other Works, 
ed. A.L.Hayward (London, 1927), p .461.
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c o l le c t io n  by adding some o r ig in a l poems o f h is  own. Dryden’ s Preface  

and some of h is  personal l e t t e r s  o f th e  same date show him to  have been 

c le a r ly  p leased  w ith  what he had accomplished in  th e  volume, and to  have 

f e l t  (as did h is  ea r ly  readers) th a t he had amply conpensated, by the  

vigour and v i t a l i t y  o f h is  w r it in g , fo r  th e  p h y sica l in f ir m ity  and 

decrepitude from which, as a man o f nearly  seventy y ea rs , he was now 

su ffer in g .^

Both the gen eral tone and p a r ticu la r  remarks in  Dryden’ s own accounts 

o f th e g en esis  o f F ab les, th en , in d ica te  th a t though th ere  was a cer ta in  

element o f a ttr a c t iv e  m isc e lla n e ity  in  th e  volume’ s conception (an element 

which su re ly  precludes to o  schem atised an account o f the book*s themes, 

stru ctu re  or a rch itec to n ic s)^ th e  poet was c er ta in ly  making, as he had done 

vdiile composing S y lv a e , various mental connections and comparisons between 

th e  poets tra n sla ted  th ere ir i, see in g  Homer, Ovid, Boccaccio and Chaucer 

as four w riters w ith (fo r  a l l  th e ir  apparent d iffe re n c e s) cer ta in  s im ila r  

preoccupations, preoccupations which, moreover, he thought th a t h is  own

fe llo w -fe e l in g  w ith each o f th ose  authors had allowed him to  bring out a l l
2

th e  more c le a r ly .

For ju st as he had claimed Ovid in  1693 to  be more ’according to  

h is  gen iu s’ than other w r iters  whom he had p rev iou sly  tr a n s la te d , so now

1 . See Preface, passim . Ward, L e tte r s , pp. 109, 121, 128, and K in sley ,
IV, 1446.

2. An attempt to  a ttr ib u te  to  the volume too ordered a plan, I  think, mars 
Earl Miner’ s chapter on the Fables in  h is  Dryden’s Poetry (Bloomington 
and London, 1967), and, more ser io u sly , Judith Sloman’s a r t ic le ,  ’An 
Interpretation  of Dryden’s Fables’ , in  Eighteenth Century S tud ies, 4 
(1970-1), 199-211, in  which a h ighly  s e le c t iv e  and schematic account 
i s  given of the in d iv idu al poems. Dryden says that he had been
’ conversant in  th e  same S tu d ie s ’ as Chaucer (K in sley , IV, 1457), th a t  
Chaucer and Ovid’ s ’S tud ies were th e  same’ (K in sley , IV, 1450), and 
th a t Boccaccio and Chaucer ’had th e  same Genius, and fo llo w ’d the same 
S tu d ie s ’ (K in sley , IV, 1459). By ’S tu d ies’ , Dryden seems to  mean some
th in g  l ik e  ’ s e t  o f m editations on th e human co n d ition ’ ?
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as we saw in  Chapter One, he made the  same claim (in  the  same words) fo r  

Homer, and a lso  declared th a t  he had f e l t  e n tit le d  to  expand on and f le sh  

out Chaucer’s meaning a t some poin ts in  h is  versions of th a t  poet since he 

found th a t he ’had a Soul congenial to  h is ’ and th a t  he had been ’conversant 

in  the  same S tud ies’ .^  He also  seems to  have f e l t  th a t  h is  various 

o rig in a ls  in  the  volume were conqplementaiy, a l l  of them having something 

d is tin c tiv e  to  con tribu te , but none of them having the monopoly of in s ig h t 

in to  any given common m ateria l, and each of them supplying d e fic ien c ies  to  

be found in  the  o thers. Chaucer, fo r  example, fo r  a l l  th a t  he shares with

the  Latin poet, can be seen to  have ’w rit with more S im plicity , and fo llow ’d
2Nature more c lo se ly ’ than Ovid. Chaucer’s treatm ent of the  subject of 

True N obility  in  the  Crone’s speech at the end of The Wife of Bath’s Tale 

can be compared (again, to  the advantage of the  Eng]jLshman) with the speech
3

on the  same subject by Boccaccio’s defian t heroine, Sigismonda. And (a  

comparison th is  time ranging outside the  s t r i c t  confines of the  present 

volume i t s e l f ) ,  Homer’s ’v io lence’ , ’impetuousness’ and ’f i r e ’ ( to  which 

Dryden was a recent convert) put in to  r e l i e f  the ’qu ietness’ and ’sedate

ness’ of V irg il’s handling of very s im ila r sub jec t-m atte r.^

What, then , are the  main common preoccupations which Dryden saw to  

be shared by the various o rig in a ls  tra n s la te d  in  Fables? The answer to  

such a question would, of course, id e a lly  follow  a f u l l  exposition of each 

of the various versions in  tu rn , but the  existence of some recent scho larly

1. K insley, IV, 1448, 1457.
2. K insley, IV, 1452.
3 . Kinsley, IV, I 46O.

4 . See K insley, IV, 1448, and Ward, L e tte rs , p. 121. A f u l l  study of th e
nature and im plications of Dryden’s la te  in te re s t  in  Homer has been
made by R.E.Sowerby in  Dryden and Homer (Unpublished PhD D isse rta tio n , 
U niversity  of Cambridge^ 1975).
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stud ies of various aspects of the  volume allows some b r ie f  po in te rs  to  

be estab lished  here which can serve to  create  something of a context fo r  

th e  d e ta iled  d iscussions of the  Ovidian poems which follow .^

Dryden’s contemporaries and early  admirers, we remember, saw Dryden*s 

enforced retirem ent in to  h is  ’s tu d ie s ’ (as he called  them) in  th e  la te  

l690’s as having had an ex trao rd in a rily  b e n e fic ia l e ffe c t on him as a 

poet. In p a r t ic u la r , these w rite rs  remarked on the combination of ’youth

fu l  vigour’ , ’ease’ , and ’se re n ity ’ in  verse in  which Dryden appears as 

a poet of ’ conprehensive specu lation’ . The choice of o rig in a ls  fo r  Fables 

reveals Dryden to  have been a ttra c te d  to  ta le s  which dea l, in  d if fe re n t, 

and overlapping, ways with the problems of love, the  idea of heroism, and 

with various arguments and speculations which might serve to  resign  or to  

reconcile  humans to  ’Nature’s Laws’ , the  permanent and unavoidable 

conditions under which l i f e  on th is  p lanet must be liv ed . The volume can 

thus be seen as an extension of c e rta in  in te re s ts  which, as we have seen, 

had been developing s te a d ily  in  Dryden’s work since the  1680’s .

On the  subject of love, Dryden seems to  have been a ttra c te d  to  ta le s  

in  which the f u l l  spectrum of lo v e rs’ behaviour i s  revealed, i t s  power and 

in te n s ity  (in  the  speeches, fo r exanple, of Myrrha and Sigismonda), i t s  

callousness and b r u ta l i ty  (in  the  rape of the  country g i r l  in  The Wife of 

Bath’s T a le , in  the  behaviour of the  Lapiths and Cantaurs in  The Twelfth 

Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, in  the  un admirable behaviour of Palamon and

1. See e sp ec ia lly  T.A.Mason, Dryden’s Chaucer and R.E.Sowerby, Dryden
and Homer. Many of the  poin ts in  my summary account draw on arguments 
f u lly  presented and documented by Dr .Mason and Dr.Sowerby.
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A rcite , in  the rape and abduction perpetrated  by Cymon, or in  the  

behaviour of Alexander), i t s  tenderness, delicacy  and ennobling power (in  

the  marriage of Baucis and Philemon, the love of Ceyx and Alcyone, and the  

i n i t i a l  transform ation of Cymon), and i t s  comic e ffe c ts  ( in  the behaviour 

of C hanticleer and P e rte lo te , in  Iphigenia’s ligh tn ing  v a c illa tio n s , and, 

again, in  the transform ation of Cymon -  ’A Judge erected from a Country- 

Clown’ -  and some aspects of the behaviour of Palamon and A rc ite ) . Dryden 

seems a lso , desp ite  h is  p ro tes ta tio n s  to  C o llie r in  the Preface to  have 

w ritten  ’nothing which savours of Immorality or Profaneness’ , to  have 

been esp ec ia lly  a live  to  a l l  those im plications in  h is  o rig in a ls  which 

suggest th a t love is  something which, whether we l ik e  i t  or no t, can transcend 

or defy a ll  normal moral codes and make a mockeiy -  sometimes tra g ic a l ly ,

sometimes comically - of all man’s e ffo r ts  to  consider him self c iv ilis e d

or ’humane’

Dryden ra ise s  these m atters in  the  in troductory  section  (marked

’Poeta lo q u itu r’ ) to  Cymon and Iphigenia :

...L ove’s the  Subject of the  Comick Muse:
Nor can we w rite  without i t ,  nor would you 
A Tale of only dry In s tru c tio n  view;
Nor Love is  always of the  v icious Kind,
But o ft to  v irtuous Acts inflames the  Mind.
Awakes the sleepy Vigour of th e  Soul,
And, brushing o’e r, adds Motion to  the  Pool.
Love studious how to  p lease , inproves our P a rts ,
With p o lish ’d Manners, and adorns with A rts.
Love f i r s t  invented Verse, and form’d th e  Rhime,
The Motion measur’d, harmoniz’d the  Chime;
To l i b ’r a l  Acts in la rg ’d the  narrow-Sou i’d :
Soften’d the F ierce, and made the  Coward Bold:
The World vrtien wast, he Peopled with increase.

1 . K insley, IV, 1447.



And warring Nations reco n c il’d in  Peace.
Ormond, th e  f i r s t ,  and a l l  the F a ir  may find  
In th is  one Legend to  th e i r  Fame design’d.
When Beauty f i r e s  the Blood, how Love ex a lts  the  Mind.

(24-41)

The p a r tic u la r  edge to  Dryden’s w it here can be more fuILly re lish ed  i f  one 

remembers how Iphigenia, in  the  poem which follow s, a c tu a lly  ends up being

parcelled  ignominously (but not re lu c ta n tly ) from lover to  lover. The lin e s

are  not the  sinp le  and conventional conpliment th a t they m i^ t  seem i f  one 

were only to  remember the  ’m iraculous’ aspects of the  transfom nation 

effected  in  Cymon by Iphigenia a t the  beginning of the  poem. But n e ith e r ,

I  th in k , are the  l in e s ,  and the  ta le  which follow s, designed to  encourage 

us to  snigger a t Iphigenia’s (and the  Duchess of Ormond’s) expense,

Cymon’s transform ation  ^  ’m iraculous’ (even i f  th a t i s  not a l l  th a t  i t  

i s ) ,  and the lin e s  in  viiich Iphigenia’s fick leness i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  p in

pointed -

Then impotent of Mind, with a l t e r ’d Sense,
She hugg’d t h ’Offender, and forgave t h ’Offence,
Sex to  the la s t  : . . .

(366- 368)

can be seen, in  context, not as the  sneer at fem ales’ expense which they 

might seem when quoted in  iso la tio n , but more as an expression of de ligh t 

and amazement a t Iphigenia’s obliviousness to  a l l  the  normal codes of 

decency and lo y a lty  in  her service to  Love. The po rtraya l of Iphigenia 

thus avoids both sen tim en ta lity  and cynicism.

The heroic figu res in  Fables are  d ivested of much of the  d ig n ity  

which surrounds them in  the Epic Theory to  vdiich Dryden had been to  a
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la rg e  extent wedded a l l  h is  w riting  l i f e .^  Hence, Dryden’s late-found 

(and remarkable) penetra tion  through th e  d is to r tio n s  of Renaissance 

c ritic ism  and commentary to  the  tru e  nature of the  Homeric A ch illes , a t 

once the g rea tes t of w arriors and the  most unreasonably passionate of

men -  the  absolute converse of a l l  th a t  the  seventeenth century admired
2

in  the  V irg ilian  Aeneas. Hence a lso  the  evident de ligh t taken by Dryden 

in  the  mutual exposure of Ajax and Ulysses, th e  ch ild ishness of Palamon 

and A rcite , and th e  behaviour of Alexander, conqueror of th e  world, 

reduced by the  a r ts  of h is  musician Timotheus f i r s t  to  maudlin g r ie f  then 

to  an i r r a t io n a l  rage which induces him to  f i r e  a c ity . Hence a lso  (to  

some extent a t any ra te ) h is  in te re s t  in  the  Lapiths and Centaurs, whose 

b a tt le  i s  in  some ways a b iza rre  parody of the  many scenes of fig h tin g  

in  c la s s ic a l ep ic .

That the  p a r tic u la r  kinds of in te re s t  in  lovers and heroes which 

Dryden found in  h is  o rig in a ls  were not iso la ted  or random phenomena, but 

p a rt of the  ’comprehensive specu la tion’ , the  wide-ranging in te re s t  in  

’Nature’s Laws’ vriiich h is  ea rly  c r i t ic s  thought to  be so c h a ra c te r is tic  

of the  temper of h is  mind in  h is  la s t  years can perhaps be best seen in

1. This i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  prominent from The Grounds of C ritic ism  in  
Tragedy (1679) onwards, where th e  influence of the  French epic 
th e o r is t ,  Rene le  Bossu, becomes dominant. See J.C.Sherwood, ’Dryden 
and the  Rules ; the Preface to  T roilus and C ressida’ , Comparative 
L ite ra tu re , 2 (1950), 73-83. Dryden’s remarks on epic heroes can be 
found (among other places) in  the  Character of St.Evremond (1692),
the  Discourse on S a tire  (1693)> the  P a ra lle l  betwixt Painting and Poetry 
(1695) ; and culminate in  the  Dedication to  the  Aeneis (1697)"T

2. Dryden’s re la tio n  to  the  t r a d i t io n  of Homeric commentary i s  fu lly  
discussed in  Dr. Sowerby’s study.
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th e  connections which he saw between h is  new-found ways of portray ing

lovers and heroes, and what one might c a l l  the  passages of philosophical

inquiry  in  severa l of the poems which he tra n s la te d .

His Sigismonda, fo r  exanple, argues the case fo r  her passionate love

before her fa th e r  Tancred by in v itin g  him to

. . .s e a rc h .. .th e  secre t Springs,
And backward trace  the  P rinc ip les of Things:

(499-500)

And Dryden makes the  Crone (in  The Wife of Bath’s Tale) draw on the  atomic

theory of Lucretius and the  s c ie n t if ic  vocabulary of the  Royal Society to

add weight and au tho rity  to  her c u rta in -lec tu re  to  the  recreant knight on

th e  subject of True N ob ility .^  Above a l l ,  Theseus, a t the  end of Palamon

and A rc ite , r e s ts  h is  lengthy appeal fo r the  acceptance and enjoyment of

l i f e  in  the  face of a l l  th a t e x is ts  (and which the  poem has shown us

e x is ts )  to  f ru s t r a te ,  confound and depress human endeavour^on arguments

drawn not only from the  Chaucerian o r ig in a l, but ’f o r t i f i e d ’ with

conplementary m ateria l from Horace, L ucretius, and Ovid, so th a t  what

could have been a se r ie s  of commonplaces i s  converted in to  a speech of

serene d ig n ity  and moving wisdom, a reasoned a sse rtio n  of the  worth of

l i f e  and the  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  which ex is t fo r  the  enjoyment of l i f e  in  the face

of a f u l l  recognition of a l l  those th ings which might make l i f e  seem wccth-
2le s s  and unendurable.

1. See T.A.Mason, ’Dryden’s Version of the  Wife of Bath’s Tale, Cambridge 
Q uarterly , 6 (1975), 240-256.

2. See T.A.Mason, Dryden’s Chaucer, Chapter E ight.
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Commenting in the  Preface on h is  se lec tio n  of o r ig in a ls , Dryden

remained th a t  he had

...endeavour’d to  chuse such Fables, both Ancient 
and Modem, as contain in  each of them some
in s tru c tiv e  Moral, which I  could prove by
Induction, but the  Vfey i s  ted ious; and they leap
foremost in to  s ig h t, without the  Reader’s Trouble 
of looking a f te r  them.

(Kinsley, IV, 1447)

But even from what has been said  already (as w ell as from the  remarks of 

various commentators) i t  can be seen th a t the  ’in s tru c tiv e  M orals’ in  the  

fab les tra n s la te d  by Dryden are not ’morals’ of th e  simple d id ac tic  kind, 

but ra th e r a se rie s  of d iverse in s ig h ts  in to  the  nature of th ings which, 

Dryden s ly ly  h in ts , can only fu lly  be appreciated through the  ac t of 

experiencing and enjoying th e  poems in  and fo r  themselves. Like Cervantes 

in  a d if fe re n t context, Dryden seems to  be being a l i t t l e  le s s  than

p e rfe c tly  straightforw ard in  h is  suggestion th a t he could e a s ily  ’prove’

th e  ’moral’ of each poem ’by Induction’ I t  was the  combination of

1. There i s  a  s t r ik in g  p a r a l l e l  w ith  some remarks which C ervan tes , th e n , 
l i k e  Dryden, an o ld  man, made in  th e  Prologo a l  L ec to r p r in te d  w ith  h is  
Novelas Exem plares, and i t  even seems p o s s ib ly  t h a t  Dryden had C ervantes 
in  mind when w r it in g  h i s  own p assag e . The Prologo was n o t t r a n s la te d  
by James Mabbe in  h is  E n g lish  v e rs io n  o f th e  Novelas ( I 640) ,  b u t Dryden 
read  S pan ish , and Pepys, f o r  exam ple, owned a  copy o f th e  N ovelas in  
th e  o r ig in a l  (See S .G ase lee , The Spanish  Books in  th e  L ib ra ry  o f Samuel 
Pepys, Supplement I I  t o  th e  T ran sa c tio n s  o f th e  B ib lio g ra p h ic a l S o c ie ty , 
1921 (O xford, 1921), p .22).

C erv an tes’ Novelas a r e ,  l ik e  th e  F a b le s , ’ ex en p la ry ’ in  à  more 
s o p h is t ic a te d  sense  th a n , say , th e  fa b le s  o f Aesop. In  h i s  P reface  
(tran s .W .K e lly  [London, 1855 3 p .x )  C ervantes rem arks f i r s t ,  l i k e  
Dryden, t h a t  th e  ’ amorous i n t r i g u e s ’ in  h is  t a l e s  a re  ’ so conform able 
to  reaso n  and C h r is t ia n  p ro p r ie ty ,  th a t  th e y  a re  in cap ab le  o f e x c it in g  
any in p u re  t h o u ^ t s  in  him who read s  them w ith  o r  w ithou t c a u tio n ’ , th e n  
c o n tin u e s ,

I  have c a lle d  them exem plary, because i f  you r i ^ i t l y  
c o n s id e r  them , th e r e  i s  n o t one o f them from which 
you may hot. draw some u s e fu l  exanqple; and were I  n o t 
a f r a id  o f being  to o  p r o l ix ,  I  might show you v h a t 
savoury  and wholesome f r u i t  m ight be e x tra c te d  from 
them , c o l le c t iv e ly  and s e v e ra l ly .
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frankness, vigour, humour, seriousness, and gen ial understanding with which 

Dryden revealed these  ’morals’ to  h is  readers, and th e  sp rig h tly  and 

melodious verse in  which they  were contained, vhich p a r tic u la r ly  impressed 

those early  c r i t ic s  who wrote so admiringly of the  Fables.
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( i i )  ’O vidian E xperim ents’ : The Tro.iaJi War Fables and ’M eleager and 
A ta la n ta ’

In the Preface to  Fables, Dryden ind icates how he caxae to  t ra n s la te  

The Twelfth Book of Ovid h is  Metamorphoses and The Speeches of A.iax and 

Ulysses from Ovid’s Metamorphoses Book X III :

From tra n s la tin g  the  F ir s t  of Homer’s I l ia d s , (which 
I  intended as an Essay to  the  whole Work) I  proceeded 
to  th e  T ranslation of the  Twelfth Book of Ovid’s Meta
morphoses , because i t  contains, among o ther Things, the  
Causes, th e  Beginning, and Ending, of the Trojan War :
Here I  ought in  reason to  have stopp’d; but the  Speeches 
of A.iax and Ulysses ly ing  next in  my way, I  could not 
balk ’em.

(Kinsley, IV, 1444)

These two poems were, then , i f  th e i r  author i s  to  be believed, the 

f i r s t  episodes from the Metamorphoses bo be tran s la te d  fo r Fables, and 

th e i r  choice seems to  have been, a t le a s t  in  th e  f i r s t  in stance , d ic ta ted  

by th e i r  sub ject-m atter, m atter sim ixar to  th a t of the I l ia d ,  and which i s  

(as Dryden’s headnote to  Book Twelve observes) tre a te d  in  qu ite  a d iffe ren t 

way from th a t of V irg il.

Dryden had fo r  many years been impressed (as had many o ther readers) 

with the mastery of rh e to ric  displayed by Ovid in  h is  v irtuoso  reworking 

of a stock Roman declamation subject -  the speeches of Ajax and Ulysses 

over the  arms of A ch illes.^  In h is  essay The Grounds of C ritic ism  in

1 . See, f o r  exam ple, Thomas HeQil in  Wisdoms Conquest. Or, An E x p lana tion  
and G ram m aticall T ra n s la tio n  o f th e  T h ir te e n th  Book o f Ovid’ s Metamor
phoses, C ontain ing  th a t  C urious and R h eto ric  a l l  C ontest. Between A.iax 
and V ly sse s , f o r  A c h ille s  Armour; Where i s  s e t  f o r th  to  th e  L ife  th e  
Power o f V alour, and th e  P reva lence  of Eloquence (London, 1651), Sig.A 5v: 

As f o r  th e  s to ry  i t  s e l f ,  I  may c a l l  i t ,  not Ovid’s Metamoirphosis, 
b u t Ovid’ s M a s te r-p ie c e ; w herein  f o r  p u r i ty  o f language , e legancy  
o f  s t i l e ,  ap tn ess  o f m a tte r , and most acu te  and a c c u ra te  in v e n tio n , 
he e x c e l ls  h im se lf , and i s  no w hit i n f e r i o r  t o  th e  v e ry  W its of 
A thens.

See a lso  N .Tate and A .H ill ,  The C eleb ra ted  Speeches o f Aiax and U ly sse s . .  
E ssay ’d in  E n g lish  Verse (London, 1708), S ig . A2r :

. . . t h e  C r i t ic k s  a re  a l l  agreed  in  t h e i r  S en tim en ts , That This 
i s  h i s  M aster-P iece ; co n ta in in g  a la rg e  F ie ld  o f R h e to rick , w ith  
a l l  th e  A r tfu l  Turns of Accom plish’d E lo cu a tio n .

The s u b je c t was a lso  a s tock  theme in  Greek r i i e to r ic a l  te a c h in g . See 
G. L afaye , Les Metamorphoses d’Ovide e t  leurs  modèles # recs ( P a r is ,  1904) 
pp. 159-166.
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Tragedy of 1679 he had borrowed from Le Bossu an approving descrip tion  

of the way in  which Ovid’s Ulysses s k i lfu lly  manipulates h is  audience’s 

sympathies.

U ly s s e s , . . . ,  prepares h is  audience with a l l  the 
submissiveness he can p rac tice , and a l l  the  
calmness of a reasonable man; he found h is  judges 
in  a t r a n q u i l l i ty  of s p i r i t ,  and there fo re  se t out 
le isu re ly  and so f tly  with them, t i l l  he had warmed 
them by degrees; and then  he began to  mend h is  pace, 
and to  draw them along with h is  own iopetuousness : 
yet so managing h is  breath , th a t i t  might not f a i l  
him at h is  need, and reserving h is  utmost proofs of 
a b i l i ty  even to  the  l a s t .  1

(S co tt, VI, 259-60)

Dryden’s version of th e  speeches in  Fables in d ic a te s , I  th in k , th a t the 

nature of h is  in te re s t  in  them had not changed a great deal since 1679.

He seems, th a t i s ,  to  have s t i l l  seen the  p rin c ip a l pleasure of the speeches 

as lying in  Ovid’s s k i l l  a t d isplaying character through rh e to r ic , and in  

reworking (as in  the  Heroides) the  subject-m atter of Homer and V irg il from 

an e n tire ly  d iffe re n t viewpoint, one, moreover, which i s  f a r  le s s  f la t te r in g  

to  the  legendary heroic personages.

The version keeps, on the  whole, very close to  the L atin , and Dryden

has re s is te d  the obvious tem ptation to  give the  speeches any consisten t
2modem d irec tio n  or p o l i t ic a l  app lica tion . The episode indeed shows

1. See my ’Dryden, Le Bossu, and Ovid’s Speeches of Ajax and Ulysses’ ,
N,Q., 25 (1978), 30-31.

2. I  can see no sp ec ific  support in  th e  te x t fo r  William dyers’ suggestion 
(Dryden [London, 1973 ] p .186) th a t  Ajax i s  to  be id e n tif ie d  with 
James I I  and Ulysses with William I I I ,  though Dryden’s experience
and observation of p o l i t ic a l  figu res in  action  had no doubt contributed 
in  general terms to  h is  in te re s t  in  th is  episode. Mr.%-ers i s ,  however, 
su re ly  r ig h t in  h is  suggestion th a t Dryden was d e lib e ra te ly  s tre ss ii 'g  
in  h is  version th a t n e ith e r hero had ’r ig h t ’ on h is  side .
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Dryden, as Van Doren observed , ’ in  h is  b e s t  a rgum entative  t r im ’ , and he has

tak en  p a r t i c u l a r  d e l ig h t  in  re n d e rin g  th o se  moments where th e  two heroes

most s c o rn fu l ly  d e r id e  o r abuse one a n o th e r , f o r  example, in  A jax’ s account

o f  U ly sse s ’ cow ardice in  th e  f i e ld ^  :

His E lo cu tio n  was in c r e a s ’d by f e a r  :
I  h ea rd , I  ra n , I  found him out o f B reath ,
P a le , tre m b lin g , and h a l f  dead, w ith  f e a r  of D eath.
Though he had ju d g ’d h im se lf by h is  own Laws,
And sto o d  condemn’d , I  h e lp ’d th e  common Cause:
With my broad  B uckler h id  him from th e  Foe;
(Ev’n th e  S h ie ld  trem bled  as he la y  below ;)...

Good Heav’ns how l ig h t  he ro s e , w ith  what a  bound 
He sprung from E a rth , f o r g e t f u l  o f h is  Wound;
How f r e s h ,  how eager th en  h is  Feet to  p ly .
Who had n o t S tren g th  to  s ta n d , had Speed to  f l y t

(110- 116; 129- 132)

Or U ly sse s ’ scorn fu l rebuke to  Ajax :

Now, what did Ajax vdiile our Arms took Breath, 
Vers’d only  in  the gross mechanick Trade o f Death?

(337-a)

1 . Van Doren, John Dryden, p . 29; U lysses in  Dryden’s T ro ilu s  had re fe r re d  
to  ’b r a in le s s  A jax’ (S c o tt ,  VI, 293) and T h e rs i te s ,  in  th e  same p la y , 
had c a l le d  Ajax and A c h ille s  ’hard-headed ro g u es’ . By 1699, Dryden 
was v o ic in g  such p a r t i a l  o r  m in o r ity  o p in ions in  p ro p r ia  p e rso n a .
In th e  D edication  to  Fables (K insley , IV, 1442) he remarked.

S cience  d is t in g u is h e s  a  Man o f Honour from one o f th o se  
A th le tic k  B ru tes whom undeserved ly  we c a l l  H eroes. C urs’d 
be th e  P o e t, who f i r s t  honour’d w ith  th a t  Name a meer 
A jax , a M an -k illin g  Id e o t .  The Uly sses of Ovid u p b ra id s 
h is  Ig n o ran ce , t h a t  he understood no t th e  S h ie ld  fo r  
which he p lead ed : There was engraven on i t .  P lans of
C i t i e s ,  and Maps of C o u n trie s , wh^ch^A1ax could no t 
comprehend, bu t lo o k ’d on them asj^his Fellow -B east 
th e  L ion .
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Like Ovid, Dryden shows U ly sses’ v ic to r y  t o  be one o f s tra teg y  and ingen u ity

rather than due t o  th e  r igh tn ess of h is  cause, and th e con test i s  seen (as

one commentator on th e o r ig in a l puts i t )  as much one between d e c e it fu ln e ss

and openness as one between brains and brawn.^ So when, at th e  end of

U ly sse s’ speech, th e  poet remarks.

Thus Conduct won the P r ize , when Courage f a i l ’d .
And Eloquence o ’ er b ru ta l Force p r e v a il’d.

(591-2)

(fo r  Ovid’s

. . .quid facundia p o sse t.
Re p a tu it ; fo r tisq u e  v i r i  t u l i t  arma d is e r tu s.

(382-3) )

we recognise th a t th e  ’Eloquence’ being referred  to  i s  a m atter o f  

s tr a te g ic  s k i l l  rather than th e eloquence th a t comes from speaking the  

whole tru th .

1. Pace many a l le g o r ic a l  commentators who argued , l ik e  Sandys (p .4 4 6 ) j th a t  
th e  ep isode  d isp la y ed  th e  c le a r  s u p e r io r i ty  o f ’ co u n ce ll and. p o l l i c y ’ 
over ^courage o f mind and s tre n g th  o f th e  body’ . Compare P. Du-Ryer,
Les Metamorphoses D’O vide. . . ,  avec de N ouvelles E x p lic a tio n s  H is to r iq u e s , 
M orales & P o li t iq u e s  su r  T o u te s ^ e s  F ab les (Bruss e l l s ,  l é ? ? ) ,  p p . 4 H - î ^  
and N.Renouard , Les Métamorphoses D’Ovide. T ra d u ite s  en Prose 
F ran ço ise  . . .  Avec Quinze D isc o u rs , Conten'm t L’E x p lic a tio n  Morale des 
Fables f P a r i s , 164O), p p .228-9. L .P .W ilkinson (Ovid R eca lled , p p .228-35) 
argues a s im i la r  c a se , su g g es tin g  th a t  Ovid was going a g a in s t co n v en tio n al 
Roman o p in ion  in  su p p o rtin g  U lysses. However, Dryden has responded w ith  
p a r t i c u l a r  warmth to  Ovid’ s su g g es tio n s  o f U ly sses’ d e c e it  in  11.197-204 
and 211-12 o f h is  v e rs io n . The l a t t e r  example in  Ovid’ s o r ig in a l  
(U lysses w iping away c ro c o d ile  t e a r s )  was perhaps th e  source  f o r  
Absalom’ s s t r a t e g i c  weeping in  Absalom and A ch ito p h el, 1 .717 .
See O tto  S teen  Due, C h ^ g in g  Forms : S tu d ies  in  th e  Metamorphoses o f 
Ovid (Copenhagen, 1974), p . 154. On Dryden’s v e rs io n , see  a lso  
W illiam  M yers, D ryden, p . 186.
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But th e  v e rs io n  does seem, in  th e  l a s t  r e s o r t ,  one o f th e  l e a s t  

in te r e s t in g  in  th e  F a b le s , one o f th e  v e ry  few which do indeed  have an 

’ in s t r u c t iv e  M oral’ of th e  s im u le r k in d . Once t h i s  i s  g rasp ed , th e  poem 

y ie ld s  no f u r th e r  d iv e r s i ty  of i n t e r e s t ,  and one can im agine t h a t  i t  was 

indeed w r i t t e n ,  as Dryden su g g e s ts , p r in c ip a l ly  t o  round o f f  th e  T ro jan  

n a r r a t iv e .  The ep isode  i s  an experim ent not so much because i t  i s  

p u z z lin g  o r  u n c le a r  in  i t s  focus (q u ite  th e  re v e rse )  bu t because i t  seems 

t o  b e , in  th e  b e s t  sense of th e  te rm , an e x e rc ise  -  Dryden try in g  h is  

p ra c t ic e d  hand as a  p r a c t i t io n e r  o f ’argument in  v e r s e ’ a t  one o f th e  most 

famous r h e to r i c a l  d ebates  in  a n c ie n t l i t e r a t u r e .

But w ith  th e  poem to  which th e  speeches a re  a s e q u e l. The Tw elfth  

Book o f Ovid h i s  M etamorphoses, we a re  im m ediately  on f a r  more p e rp lex in g  

ground. Dryden seems to  have had a  very  h igh  regard  indeed  f o r  t h i s  book 

of Ovid’s ,  a book o s te n s ib ly  t e l l i n g  th e  s to ry  o f th e  T ro jan  War, bu t 

a c tu a l ly  com pressing t h i s  n a r r a t iv e  (as Dryden h im se lf p o in ts  o u t) in to  a 

very  b r i e f  compass a t  th e  beg inn ing  and th e  end, w ith  accoun ts of th e  

s a c r i f i c e  o f Ip h ig e n ia , A c h i l le s ’ s tr a n g lin g  o f N eptune’s son Cygnus, and, 

f i n a l l y ,  A po llo ’ s en g in eerin g  of th e  d ea th  o f A c h ille s  a t  th e  cowardly 

hands o f P a r is .  Over h a l f  th e  book i s  tak en  up w ith  a le n g t ly d ig re s s io n  

n a r ra te d  by N esto r re p o r tin g  th e  b r u ta l  leg en d ary  b a t t l e  between th e  

L a p ith s  and th e  C entaurs a t  th e  wedding f e a s t  o f P e rith o u s  and Hippodame.

Many c r i t i c s  have echoed Dryden’ s o p in io n , expressed  in  th e  headnote 

to  h is  v e rs io n  and amply j u s t i f i e d  by h is  ren d erin g  i t s e l f ,  t h a t  th e  much- 

im ita te d  passage n ea r th e  beg inn ing  o f th e  book d e sc rib in g  th e  House of 

Fame (whence th e  news reaches Troy of th e  approaching Greek fo rc e s )  ’ i s  

one of th e  most b e a u t i fu l  P ieces in  th e  vdiole M etamorphoses’ .^  In  h is

1 . L ines 56-88 in  Dryden’ s v e rs io n .
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t r a n s l a t i o n ,  Dryden has in c o rp o ra te d  d e t a i l s  from  th e  c o u r ts  and p a lace s  

he knew so w e ll to  em phasise th e  g randeu r, b u s in ess  and in s id io u s  g o in g s- 

on in  Fame’s d w e llin g . Some commentators have a ls o  exp ressed  t h e i r  

ad m ira tio n  o f th e  b r is k  and p o in ted  account o f N eptune’ s rap e  o f Caenis 

and h is  subsequent tra n s fo rm a tio n  o f h e r in to  an in v u ln e ra b le  m a l e B u t  

Dryden seems to  be v i r t u a l l y  a lone in  th in k in g  th a t  ’The f  ig h t  o f  A chi l l  es 

and Cygnus, and th e  Fray b e tw ix t th e  Lapythae and C en tau rs , y ie ld  to  no 

o th e r  p a r t  o f t h i s  P o e t’ . No E n g lish  t r a n s l a t o r  b e fo re  Dryden had 

ren dered  th e  ep isode  s e p a ra te ly ;  I  can a lso  f in d  no e a r l i e r  c r i t i c  who 

had s in g le d  out th e  ep isode  f o r  s p e c ia l  p r a is e ;  and a g lance  a t  a  rep 

r e s e n ta t iv e  s e le c t io n  o f modern commentators on Ovid re v e a ls  t h a t  th e  

ep isode  has been met w ith  alm ost u n iv e r s a l  h o s t i l i t y  o r  b lankness in  ou r 

own day . I t  i s  d e sc r ib e d , f o r  exanç)le, as ’te d io u s  and o t io s e ’ and even 

’ r e p u ls iv e ’ , showing an ’ in g en ious gruesom eness’ , co n ta in in g  ’ a  su ccess io n

o f o u tre  k i l l i n g s ’ and ’ lu r i d  and su g g es tiv e  d e t a i l  vh ich  to d ay  i s  th e
2

h a llm ark  of th e  re p o r t in g  on c a p i t a l  crime in  th e  ta b lo id  p r e s s ’ . Ovid 

i s  th o u g h t to  be ’ r e v e l l in g  in  ev er new ways o f im agining how bod ies can be 

mangled, maimed and d i s in te g r a te d ’ and c a te r in g  f o r  debased Roman t a s t e s
3

f o r  a ’ l u r i d  c u r io s i ty  f o r  novel k inds of agony’ . I t s  ap p ea l to  a  Roman 

audience has even been lik e n e d  by one commentator to  th e  t a s t e  d isp lay ed

1 . See H .F ran k e l, Ovid, p . 222; O .S .Due, Changing Forms, p . 148.

2. B. O tis ,  Ovid as Epic P o e t, p . 281; H .F ran k e l, Ovid, p . 232;
W ilk inson , Ovid R e c a lle d , p . 168; B .O tis , Ovid as Epic P o e t, p . 39;
G .K .G alinsky, Ovid’ s M etamorphoses, p . 137.

3 . G.K .G a lin sk y , Ovid’ s M etamorphoses, pp. 126-8; H .F ran k e l, Ovid, p . 102. 
See a ls o  G. Laf ay e . Les M etamorphoses, p . 117.
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by certa in  tw en tieth -cen tu ry  s e l f - s t y le d  in t e l le c tu a ls  fo r  the ’ sp atter in g  

o f blood and brains and fu rn itu re ’ to  be found in  th e  ’ sp a g h etti w estern’ .^ 

The episode seems, on th e  face  o f i t ,  th e  la s t  kind o f m aterial to  appeal 

to  a poet fo r  whom, as a l l  the evidence both l i t e r a r y  and b io g r ^ h ic a l  

su g g ests , bloodshed and d isorder were among the most abhorrent of human 

crim es. Few c r i t i c s  have commented on Dryden’s v ersio n . Van Doren remarks 

(without fu rth er  comment) th a t i t  i s  ’ as graphic and gory’ as i t s  o r ig in a l,

and N estor’ s t a le  has been described by another c r i t i c  o f Dryden as ’the
2

pornography o f v io le n c e .’

In some ways i t  i s  tempting to  see th e  ep isode, as some c r i t i c s  have 

done, as a sim ple p iece  o f ’debunking’ , th e most transparent example of 

th e c r i t i c a l  treatm ent o f ’A th letick  B rutes’ and ’M an-killing Id e o ts ’ which,
3

as we have seen , i s  apparen t in  s e v e ra l  p lace s  in  th e  F a b le s . I t  i s  

c e r ta in ly  t r u e  t h a t  by 1699 Dryden was no lo n g e r ab le  to  commend th e  

ad m ira tio n  o f th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ep ic  hero  w ith  th e  s ing le-m indedness which 

he had managed in  some o f h is  p ro se  pronouncements even as r e c e n t ly  as 

two y ea rs  p re v io u s ly .^  Nor can one im agine (from  such evidence as i s  

a v a ila b le )  th a t  Ovid h im se lf had much s in p le  ad m ira tio n  fo r  th e  h e ro ic  

v a lu es  o f manly v a lo u r  in  b a t t l e .  N ev erth e le ss  th e  p e c u l ia r  q u a l i t i e s  o f 

Dryden’ s v e rs io n  o f The Tw elfth  Book a re  such th a t  i t  seems in ad eq u a te  to

1 . O .S .Due, Changing Forms, p . 148.

2. Van Doren, John Dryden, p . 219; Myers, Dryden, p . 185.
3 . Myers, D ryden, p . 186. See a lso  M.West, ’Dryden’ s Ambivalence as a

T ra n s la to r  o f H eroic Themes’ , H .L.Q. , 36 (1973), 347-66.
4 . M.West, ’Dryden’s Ambivalence’ , R.E.Sowerby and T.A.Mason a l l  document

in  d e t a i l  th e  way in  which, in  h is  l a t e s t  work,Dryden had c le a r ly  sub
s t a n t i a l l y  abandoned many of h is  e a r l i e r  French-based th e o r ie s  about th e  
need to  p o r tr a y  ep ic  heroes us adm irab le  or m oral f ig u r e s ,  o r  as f ig u re s  
who, in  t h e i r  v e ry  im m orality , im press upon us in d i r e c t ly  some im proving 
t r u t h .
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describe the e f f e c t  or in ten tio n  which he i s  attem pting to  convey in  h is  

rendering as being merely to  burlesque th e  h ero ic  f ig h tin g  o f Homeric or 

V ir g ilia n  ep ic  by d e lib e r a te ly  r e [ s e t t in g  such f ig h tin g  in  a b izarre  and 

incongruous con text, su b stitu tin g  centaurs fo r  heroes, and r id ic u lin g  the  

death-sequences of ep ic  by the technique of reductio  ad absurdum.^

Dryden’ s version  perhaps in d ic a te s , rath er, th a t he saw Ovid’ s 

episode o f the Lapiths and th e  Centaurs as a kind of experiment in  

conducting a narrative which d isp la y s , as i t  were, in  an extreme form 

th e  kind o f w itty  d istan cin g  which we have already observed in  the  

treatm ent o f th e  flo o d  in  The F ir s t  Book. But t h is  tim e th e  technique  

i s  applied to  s itu a t io n s  not ju st o f natural d isa s te r  but o f b ru ta l and 

b e s t ia l  v io le n c e , and i t  i s  susta ined  at great len gth .

The comments o f the a l le g o r is t s  who saw Ovid’ s episode as c o n stitu tin g

a solemn warning against th e  d ire  e f f e c t s  o f wine and lu s t  seem, even more
2

than u su a l, t o  be d is to r t in g  i t s  p o etic  d ir e c tio n  and in te n tio n . For 

though the ep isod e, as so o ften  in  Ovid, d ep ic ts  sexu al passion  in  

circum stances which c lo s e ly  lin k  i t  with extravagantly  v io le n t  behaviour, 

no obvious moral i s  to  be drawn from the events which are portrayed. Often 

an event which might so e a s i ly  be th e  occasion  fo r  a moral point from th e  

narrator or which might occasion  re tr ib u tio n  in  th e  narrative i t s e l f ,  such 

as th e  s '^ z in g  of the a lta r s  or the s te a lin g  o f th e  holy  o b jects  (made 

even more daring in  the English  version  by Dryden’s use of s p e c i f ic a l ly  

C hristian  term s), i s  reported without any n o ticeab le  au th oria l pressure or
3

disturbance. The in co n g ru itie s  and a b su rd ities  o f s itu a t io n  and character

1. As West su g g ests . Brooks O tis , in  h is  Ovid as Epic Poet (pp .350-1 , 359, 
280-85 and passim ) makes s im ila r  suggestions about Ovid’ s o r ig in a l.

2. See, f o r  example, A lexander Ross, Mystagogus P o e tieus (2nd. é d . ,  London, 
1648) ,  pp. 55-57, where t h i s  a sp e c t i s  s t r e s s e d .

3 . Dryden, 11.342-371, passim .
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are co n tin u a lly  s tr e s se d , but w ithout anything being made o f them.^ Again, 

Dryden does nothing to  minimise th ese  in  h is  v ers io n , even poin tin g  them up 

in  some touches o f h is  own, fo r  example where the behaviour of th e  two 

cen ta u r-lo v ers , C yllarus and Hylonome, i s  described in  terms which

momentarily -  and q u ite  incongruously -  r e c a l l  the p a rad isa l love of
2

M ilton’ s Adam and Eve.

I t  i s  as i f  Dryden has seen Ovid’ s episode as s tr iv in g  to  achieve  

th a t same note o f what one might c a l l  ’moral n e u tr a li ty ’ , a blankness in  

th e  face of events which might normally provoke an extreme rea c tio n , which 

one can d e te c t ,  fo r  example, in  th e  pa in tin g  which Piero d i Cosimo made of 

th e  scene (now housed in  the N ational G allery , London). As in  Ovid’s 

d e sc r ip t io n s , and Dryden’ s rendering, d± Cosimo’s Centaurs and Lapiths 

are v ir tu a l ly  u n d istin gu ished  and indistinguishable in  th e  view er’s (or  

reader’ s )  o v e r a ll im pression . A ll th e emphasis in  th e  pa in tin g  i s  on th e  

extraordinary groupings brought about by th e Centaurs’ a ttack . The 

panoramic nature o f th e canvass, with everything happening, as i t  were, 

sim ultaneously , has an analogous e f f e c t  to  th e  seem ingly end less sequence 

o f events in  the poem. As in  th e Ovid and the Dryden, everything i s  

p r e c is e ly  observed and d ep icted  -  t h is  i s  not th e vague v io len ce  o f n eurotic  

or s e n sa t io n a lis t  fa n ta sy . But, again as in  the Ovid, we f e e l  no involvement 

w ith , or concern fo r , th e v ic tim s .

1 . The cen tau rs’ ’h o r s in e ss ’ i s  co n tin u a lly  s tressed  (see  11.336, 463, 
467, 530-534, 592).

2 . Note p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  p h rases  ’ Sylvan P le a su re s ’ (1 . 555) and t h e i r  
’ shady cave’ (1 . 557)

3 .  P iero d i Cosimo (71461-1521?), B a tta g lia  fr a  i  Centauri e i  L a p it i , 
reproduced in  the t e x t ,  by courtesy of th e  T rustees, The N ational 
G allery , London.
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Perhaps th e  two most e x tra o rd in a ry  d ea th s  in  The Tw elfth  Book, as

rendered  by Dryden, a re  th o se  o f Aphidas and of Pholon. AphIdas’ d eath

occurs a t  l in e  436 in  th e  E n g lish  v e rs io n .

Amid th e  N oise and Tumult o f th e  Fray,
S n o rin g , and drunk w ith  Wine, Aphidas la y .
Ev’n th e n  th e  Bowl w ith in  h is  Hand he k e p t:
And on a B ear’ s  rough Hide s e c u re ly  s l e p t .
Him Phorbas w ith  h is  f ly in g  D a rt, t r a n s f i x ’d;
Take th y  n ex t D raught, w ith  S ty g ian  W aters mix’d .
And s le e p  th y  f i l l ,  t h ’in s u l t in g  V ic to r c ry ’d ;
S u r p r is ’d w ith  Death u n f e l t ,  th e  C entaur dy’d;
The ruddy Vomit, as he b re a th ’d h is  Soul,
R epass’d h is  T h ro a t; and f i l l ’d h is  empty Bowl.

Pholon’ s occurs l a t e r ,  a t  1 . 5^5

He th rew  a t  Pholon; th e  descending  Blow 
D iv ides th e  S k u ll ,  and c leav es  h is  Head in  two.
The B ra in s , from  Nose and Mouth, and e i t h e r  Ear 
Came is s u in g  o u t, as th rough  a C olendar 
The cu rd led  M ilk : o r from th e  P ress  th e  Whey 
D riv ’n down by W eights above, i s  d r a in ’d away.

From h is  ren d e rin g  o f both  th e se  d e s c r ip t io n s  we can perhaps conclude th a t  

in  each case Dryden seems to  have seen  th e  purpose o f Ovid’ s rem oval of 

a l l  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f , o r  i n t e r e s t  in ,  e i t h e r  c h a ra c te r ’ s f e e l in g s  as a 

means of fo c u ss in g  th e  re a d e r ’ s mind on th e  ex trao rc iin ary  resem blances 

between such v io le n t  d e a th s  and o th e r  q u ite  d i f f e r e n t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  

resem blances w hich, i f  we were a c tu a l ly  view ing a d e a th , we would (even 

i f  th e y  o ccu rred  to  u s) in s t a n t ly  su p p re ss .

But o f te n  in  t h i s  v e rs io n  th e  tre a tm e n t to p p le s  over in to  som ething 

which must seem to  th e  modern re a d e r more s tra ig h tfo rw a rd ly  c a llo u s  o r 

r e v o l t in g ,  as f o r  example, in  th e  d ea th s  o f G rineus :

. . .  th e  sh arp  A n tle rs  s tu ck  in  e i th e r  Eye :
B re a th le s s  and B lind  he f e l l ;  w ith  Blood besm ear’d;
H is E y e -b a lls  b eaten  o u t, hung dang ling  on h is  Beard.

(377-9)

o r  o f D orylas :
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. .  He r e e l ’d around;
And d ra g ’d h is  dangling Bowels on the  Ground.
Trod what he d rag ’d; and what he tro d  he c ru sh ’d:
And to  h is  M other-Earth, w ith  empty B elly  ru sh ’d .

(520-3)

Here th e  mind i s  allowed no r e l i e f  even in  th e  contem plation o f b iz a r re  

resem blances, and th e  focus i s  too  d i r e c t ly  on th e  s la u g h te r  i t s e l f .

Dryden’ s rendering  has done nothing to  prevent our see ing  th e se  passages 

as r e f le c t in g  th e  t a s t e  of th e  p ra c tis e d  Roman cono isseur of g la d ia to r ia l  

f ig h t s .^

There i s ,  I  th in k , l i t t l e  e lse  in  t h i s  veiy  long v e rs io n  which vrould 

s u b s ta n t ia l ly  a l t e r  th e  conclusions which th e se  few examples p ress  upon us, 

th a t  in  h is  v e rs io n  ol The Twelfth Book Dryden has done l i t t l e  (except in  

th e  House of Fame passage) to  s u b s ta n tia te  or ju s t i f y  th e  very high value 

which he claim s fo r  t h i s  0v id ian  ep isode . I f  in  o th e r poems (no tab ly  a t 

th e  end of Cymon and Ip h ig e n ia ) he was ab le  to  p o rtray  th e  combination of 

sexual passion  and b ru ta l  v io lence  in  a way which (because of th e  t o t a l  

con tex t in  vjhich i t  i s  s e t)  i s  made accep tab le , here he has not shown i t  

as anyth ing  more than  b iz a r re  and cu rio u s , and th e  Ovidian e f fe c ts  of 

’d is ta n c in g ’ which he could , on occasion , see as a means to  achieving  

s a t i s fy in g  and o r ig in a l  a r t i s t i c  e f fe c ts  here remain in  h is  v e rs io n  (as

many commentators have found i t  in  th e  L atin  o r ig in a l)  la rg e ly  b a f f l in g ,  and
2

indeed u n a t t r a c t iv e .

1. As d id  Frankel (Ovid, p. 109), commenting d i r e c t ly  on th e  L a tin  o r ig in a l. 
See a lso  W .W .Sellar, Roman Poets of th e  Augustan Age : Horace and the  
E leg iac  Poets (London, 1892), pp. 356-7 .

2. W illiam  % e rs  noted (Dryden, p . 189) th e  s im i la r i ty  between th e  d is 
ru p tio n  a t th e  wedding fe a s t  in  th e  two poems^ but th e  co n tex t, in  
th e  Boccaccio^^version ( p a r t ic u la r ly  our involvement with the  fo rtu n es  
of i t s  h e ro ) , fa llow  us to  enjoy th e  e lan  w ith which such brn ital events 
are  b ro ig h t to  t h e i r  conclusion .
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Of th e  th ree  ’Ovidian experim ents’ , th e tr a n s la t io n  o f Meleager and 

A talanta from Book V III o f the Metamorphoses has perhaps th e most obvious 

connections, in  terms o f i t s  su b ject m atter, with some o f the other poems 

in  F ab les, d ea lin g  as i t  does w ith d estru c tiv e  gods, th e  overwhelming 

power o f lo v e , and th e  in te n s ity  o f female p assion . I t  t e l l s  o f th e  

arb itrary  vengeance o f th e  goddess Diana on th e house o f  Oeneus, sent 

f i r s t  in  th e  form o f a boar which ravages Calydon, and f in a l ly  worked ou t, 

even more t e r r ib ly ,  in  A lthaea’ s quasi-m agical k i l l in g  o f  her own son 

Meleager by burning a lo g  the l i f e  o f which, so th e  Fates have to ld  her, 

w i l l  be coterminous w ith  her son’s .  The f i r s t  part o f the s to r y , 

contain ing a d escr ip tio n  of th e  hunting and f in a l  k i l l in g  o f the boar by 

Meleager and a su ccession  o f other heroes inclu d ing  th e  huntress-maiden  

A talanta (w ith whom Meleager f a l l s  im m ediately, and, as i t  turns out, 

f a t a l ly  in  lo v e ) has d escr ip tio n s  o f slau gh ter which are in  some ways 

rem iniscent o f th ose  in  The Twelfth Book.^ The second h a lf ,  which i s  

occupied by a long monologue in  which Althaea debates w ith  h e r se lf  whether 

she should k i l l  her son in  revenge fo r  h is  h asty  k i l l in g  o f her two 

b roth ers, was a passage which, as we have seen , Dryden had admired fo r  a 

long tim e. He had a sso c ia ted  i t  many years b efore , in  th e ded icatory  

L etter  to  Annus M ira b ilis  ^with the monologues o f B yblis and % rrha as one 

o f th ose  passages in  which Ovid had ’describ ed ’ i t s  heroine ’w e ll and 

n a tu r a lly , in  th e  v io len ce  o f her p a ss io n s’ and which, th ere fo re , produces

1 . For exam ple, th e  d e p ic t io n  of th e  d ea th  o f Onesimus (11. 129-32), th e  
t r ip p in g  o f Telamon (147-150) and th e  death  o f Ancaeus (1 7 5 -8 ).
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g re a t ’ concernm ent’ f o r  i t s  sp eak er in  th e  re a d e r .

I t  i s  th e  cu rio u s  m is c e lla n e ity  o f Dryden’ s v e rs io n  which rem ains, 

a f t e r  due c o n s id e ra tio n , perhaps i t s  most s t r ik in g  and d is a p p o in tin g  f e a tu r e . 

Dryden has c l e a r ly  been a t t r a c te d  by th e  L a tin  ep isode  in  s e v e ra l  d i f f e r e n t  

ways, and h is  v e rs io n  co n ta in s  few passages o f m erely  s la c k  and u n in sp ire d  

w r i t in g .  But u n lik e  th e  ep isodes which w i l l  form  th e  s u b je c t  o f th e  nex t 

c h a p te r , he seems in  t h i s  case t o  have had no v e ry  su re  concep tion  o f th e  

vriiole, and th e  s t r ik in g  in d iv id u a l  passages do no t coh ere , even a f t e r  

re p e a te d  re a d in g s . The ep iso d e , t h a t  i s ,  seems to  la c k  any c e n tr a l  

p r in c ip le  o f o rg a n is a tio n .

Indeed , in  t h i s  re sp e c t th e  f a u l t  may p o s s ib ly  no t have been e n t i r e ly  

Dryden’ 5 , s in c e ,  as s e v e ra l  commentators re c o rd , t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  ep isode  in  

th e  Metamorphoses i s  one whose v a rio u s  p a r ts  many re a d e rs  o th e r  th a n  

Dryden have found i t  hard  to  re c o n c ile  o r  accommodate one to  a n o th e r .^

The h u n tin g  scenes have been found ’te d io u s  and g ro te sq u e ’ , th e  f i n a l  

m etam orphosis o f M eleager’ s s i s t e r s  ’ lu d ic ro u s ’ , and even th e  much-admired 

speech o f A lth aea  has been found by some commentators d is a p p o in tin g ly  te d io u s , 

u n c le a r  in  i t s  d i r e c t io n  ( f o r  a l l  th e  ap p aren t r h e to r i c a l  c l a r i t y  of th e  

is s u e s  being  d e b a te d ) , and in s u f f i c i e n t ly  p repared  f o r  by what has preceded 

i t ,  so t h a t  th e  p o e t can be thought t o  have, in  f a c t ,  p rev en ted  th e  ’ concern

m ent’ w ith  A lth a e a ’ s predicam ent which th e  young Dryden had though t was so
2

c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f every  re a d e r ’ s ex p erien ce  of th e  p assag e .

1 . On th e  in c o n g ru ity  o f th e  e p iso d e ’ s v a rio u s  p a r t s ,  see  A .S .H o llis , e d . ,  
Ovid : M etamorphoses, Book V III (O xford, 1970), p . 69.

2. O tis ,  Ovid ^  Epic P o e t, p . 199; ¥ . S.A nderson, e d . , Ovid’s M etamorphoses, 
Books 6-10 (Norman, 1972), p .379; H o ll is ,  e d . .  Book V I I I , pp. 89, 91-2 , 
and O tis ,  Ovid as Epic P o e t, p . 20. Anderson, however ( p .371) and th e  
Oxford e d i to r  o f 1826, quoted by H o ll is  on p . 89, exp ress a  h ig h e r 
o p in io n  o f  th e  s o li lo q u y , c lo s e r  t o  t h a t  which Dryden vo iced  in  1667.
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An index o f what I  have c a lle d  th e m isc e lla n e ity  o f  Dryden’ s version

can be found in  th e  way th a t , a t sev era l p o in ts in  h is  rendering, he has

been in sp ired  by h is  o r ig in a l to  p a r tic u la r ly  f e l i c i t o u s  crea tiv e  strokes

which, however, seem to  have no connection w ith anything e ls e  in  th e

poem. A good example occurs in  th e  portrayal of th e  fo r e s t  from which

th e  Calydonian boar emerges, where Dryden has expanded on h is  o r ig in a l :

S ilv a  frequens trab ib u s, quam n u lla  cecid erat a e ta s ,
I n c ip it  à piano : devexaque p r o sp ic it  arva.

(329-330)

There stood a Forest on a Mountains Brow,
Which over-look»d th e  shaded P la ins below.
No sounding Ax presum’d th ose Trees to  b ite ;
Coeval w ith  th e World, a venerable S ig h t.

(84-7)

The numinous mystery of th e wood captured so t e l l in g ly  in  t h is  short 

passage (th e  O.E.D. records t h is  as th e  f i r s t  occurrence of th e  Latinism  

’ co ev a l’ ) seems in  no way re la ted  to  th e  narrative which fo llo w s . Some

th in g  s im ila r  can be sa id  o f the comic vigour w ith which Dryden has 

responded in  h is  v ersion  to  N estor’ s lucky escape from th e  Boar :

Forsita n  & P yliu s c it r a  Trojana p e r is s e t  
Tempora : sed sumpto p o s ita  conamine ab h asta ,
Arboris i n s i l u i t ,  quae stabat proxima, ramis:
Despexitque lo co  tu tu s , quem fu g era t, hostem.
Dentibus i l l e  fero x  in  quemo s t ip i t e  t r i t i s  
Tmminet e x i t io ,  . . .

(365-370)

N estor had f a i l ’d th e  F a ll o f Troy to  s e e .
But lean in g  on h is  Lance, he vaulted  on a Tree;
Then gath ’ring up h is  F eet, lo o k ’d down w ith Fear,
And thought h is  monstrous Foe was s t i l l  to o  near.
Against a Stump h is  Tusk th e  Monster grin d s.
And in  th e sharpen’d Edge new Vigour fin d s;

(133-138)
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Another such passage i s  the wryly-observed reaction of the heroes towards

the boar a fter  Meleager has f in a l ly  k il le d  i t . ^

Iramanemque ferum mult a te llu r e  jacentem 
Mirantes spectant : neque adhuc contingere tutum
Esse put ant : sed t e la  tamen su a quisque c ruent an t.

(422-4)

Then a l l  approach the S la in  with vast Surprize,
Admire on what a Breadth o f Earth he l i e s .
And scarce secure, reach out th e ir  Spears a far.
And blood th e ir  Points, to  prove th e ir  Partnership of War.

( 206- 9 )

But again, th ese  seem momentary and quite se lf-con ta in ed  f la sh e s , rather 

than part of any con sisten t view of the heroes which the author i s  

encouraging and which we carry with us through the poem.

The appearance of Atalanta h erse lf i s  coloured in  Dryden’s version  

with strong rementrances of one of h is  favourite c la s s ic a l  passages, the 

moment in  Book One of the Aeneid where Venus appears to  her son in  the 

costume of a huntress, and he was c lea r ly  in terested , as he was in  the 

i n i t i a l  portrayal o f Iphigenia in  Cymon and Iphigenia, in  the particu lar

combination, in  the figu re of A talanta, of D iana-like ch a stity  with
2

Venus-like a ttra c tiv e n e ss . But again, the in tere st goes nowhere -

1. Though th e re  i s  no d ire c t  verbal s im i la r i ty ,  Dryden’ s im agining of th e  
heroes g in g e rly  prodding th e  dead b east from a sa fe  d is ta n ce  might owe 
something to  h is  memories of S penser’s reworking of th e  same Ovidian 
scene (F.Q . , I , x i i . 9 - l l )  where th e  f e a r  of th e  observers surrounding 
th e  dead dragon (as i t  i s  in  Spenser) i s  given considerab le  s t r e s s .

2. In  11. 66-71 Dryden has added se v e ra l d e ta i l s  from V irg i l ’ s d e sc r ip tio n  
(Dryden’ s t r a n s la t io n ,  11.433-438). In  Cymon and Ip h ig en ia  (11.95-106) 
Dryden draws not only , again , on V irg il ,  but on Spenser’s reworking of 
th e  same scene in  h is  p o r tra y a l of Belphoebe (F.Q. , I I . i i i . 22-31). See 
K insley , IV, 2081 and Thomas Wart on. O bservations on th e  F a iry  Queen
of Spenser (2nd e d . , London, I 762) ,  i i .1 4 0 .  In 1 .151, a lso , Dryden 
has r e fe r re d  to  A ta lan ta  as ’th e  V irg in-H untress’ . The a s so c ia tio n  was 
w e ll known. S t . Evremond, in  h is  ’A Fragment of th e  H is to ry  of A ta lan ta , 
out o f A e lian ’s Var.His- L .13 .S .1 .*  remarked :

. . .H e r  H abit was w ithout Cost and A r t i f ic e ,  very  l i t t e  
d i f f e r in g  from th a t  of D iana, whom she s a id  she was desiro u s  
to  im ita te  in  th a t  p a r t ic u la r ,  no le s s  than  in  h e r R esolu tion  
to  p re se rv e  h e r V irg in ity  in v io la b le .

(See The Works o f Mr. de S t. Evremont ^2 v o ls . ,  London, I700J, I I ,  357)
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A ta la n ta ’ s p a r t i c u l a r  p a r t  in  causing  th e  even ts which ensue i s  c o n p le te ly  

fo rg o t te n  once th e  scene changes to  c en tre  on A lth a ea ’s monologue.^

A lth aea ’ s s o li lo q u y , in  th e  O vidian o r ig in a l ,  was, as th e  commentators 

p o in t o u t, an o th er e x e rc ise  in  th e  Roman r h e to r ic a l  form  known as th e  

s u a s o r ia . H ere, as elsew here in  h is  v e rs io n , Dryden has added ’boysim s’ 

of th e  kind  w hich, as we have seen , he had f re q u e n tly  claim ed to  d i s l ik e
2

in  Ovid but which s t i l l  sometimes seemed to  be fo r  him a f a t a l  C leopatra.

L ines 246-7, fo r  example, a re  no t w arran ted  by any th ing  in  th e  L a tin  :

P ale  a t  th e  sudden S ig h t , she chang’d h e r  Cheer,
And w ith  h e r  Cheer h e r  Robes;

But a g a in , th e re  a re  a lso  lo c a l  touches o f g re a t f e l i c i t y .  The l in e s  ju s t

quoted a re  fo llow ed  by a sh o r t  passage which uses what a t  f i r s t  might seem

a mere schem atic  convention  to  a l e r t  us w ith  g re a t p sy ch o lo g ica l p re c is io n

to  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  c o n f l ic t  going on a t t h i s  moment w ith in  A lthaea  :

. . .  bu t h e a rin g  t e l l  
The Cause, th e  Manner, and by whom th e y  f e l l ,
’Twas G rie f  no more, o r G rie f  and Rage were one 
W ith in  h e r  Soul; a t  l a s t  ’tw as Rage a lo n e ;
Which burning upwards in  su ccession  d r ies  
The Tears th a t stood con sid ’ring  in  her Eyes.

(24-l-T%)

And in  th e  speech i t s e l f ,  Dryden has e x e rc ise d  some f in e  s tro k e s  in

1 . In  a manner c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f F a b le s , Dryden p la c e s  even more s t r e s s  
th an  Ovid on th e  p a r t  th e  b ro th e r s ’ contempt f o r  women p la y s  in  t h e i r  
d ow nfa ll (see  e s p e c ia l ly  11 .224-230).

2. In , f o r  example, th e  joke about Telamon’s ’Wooden Gyves’ in  1 .1 5 0 . 
S c o tt  rem arked (S c o tt ,  I ,  516-7) t h a t

. . . h e  has been seduced, by th e  s im i la r i ty  of s ty l e ,  
t o  add to  th e  o ffen ces  of h is  o r ig in a l ,  and in tro d u c e , 
though i t  needed n o t ,  p o in ts  of w it and a n t i t h e t i c a l  
p r e t t in e s s e s ,  f o r  which he cannot p lead  Ovid’ s a u th o r i ty .
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im agining A lthaea’ s momentarily v iv id  fe e l in g s  fo r  her murdered brothers :

. . .y o u ,  th in  Shades, th e  Sport o f  Winds, are t o s s ’d 
O’ er dreery P la in s , or tread  th e  burning C oast.

(316-17)

and fo r  her son :

Ahl hadst thou dy’d, my Son, in  In fa n t-y ea rs,
Thy l i t t l e  Herse had been bedew’d w ith Tears.

(324-5)

But th ese  moments c o e x is t  u n ea s ily  w ith much e ls e  th a t i s  fe e b ly

declam atory, and th ere fo re  cannot a llow  us th e  inwardness w ith her c o n f l ic t

which i s  apparent in  the fragments ju st quoted.

I cannot, cannot bear; ’t i s  p a st, ’t i s  done;
Pecish  t h is  im pious, t h is  d etested  Son :

(318-9)

And some moments are te d io u s ly  a n t i t h e t ic a l  (w ithout the a n tith e se s  even

having any r e a l p o in t beyond th a t o f rhetorical, p a ttern in g) :

Thou l i v ’ s t  by me; to  me thy Breath resign ;
Mine i s  the M erit, th e  Demerit th in e .
Thy L ife  by double T it le  I require;
Once g iv ’n at B ir th , and once p reserv ’d from F ire:
One Murder pay, or add one Murder more.
And me to  them who f e l l  by th ee r e s to r e .

(326-331)

Such l in e s  are more rem iniscent o f Ovid’s E p is t le s  than o f the la t e r  

Dryden, and to  them could be a p tly  applied the account o ffered  by one 

modem sch o lar  o f  th e  e f f e c t  o f much o f A lthaea’ s so lilo q u y  in  the o r ig in a l

L atin: ’Ovid’ s smooth a n tith e se s  d estroy  a l l  i l lu s io n  of a woman in  agony
2

o f  so u l to m  between c o n f lic t in g  l o y a l t i e s ’ . And th e  same sch o la r  has, 

in t e r e s t in g ly ,  attempted to  exp la in  some of the f r ig id i t y  o f A lthaea’ s 

so lilo q u y  in  Ovid by su ggestin g  th a t th ere was, in  f a c t ,  an element o f

1 .  C t  4 9 3 .

2 .  H o l l is ,  e d ..  Book V III, p .89.



318.

academicism in  Ovid’ s very  d e c is io n  to  d ram atise  th e  c o n f l i c t  between a

m other’s d u tie s  to  h e r  son and th o se  to  h e r  b ro th e rs  in  t h i s  su a n o r ia -f o m ,

s in c e ,  though such a c o n f l ic t  was, a p p a re n tly , a l i v e  is s u e  in  th e  e a r ly  

Greek communities from which th e  A lth aea  legend seems to  have o r ig in a te d , 

f o r  th e  Romans (as f o r  us) th e  m other’ s f e e l in g s  f o r  h e r  son would c le a r ly

predom inate u n le ss  th e  b ro th e r s ’ claim s were p ressed  (as th e y  are  n o t by

Ovid) w ith  some p a r t i c u l a r  power and u rg en cy .^  I t  i s  c e r ta in ly  c le a r  t h a t  

such a c o n f l ic t  must have been even more remote from  Dryden’ s experience  

and scheme of v a lu e s . At any r a t e ,  he has no t managed to  re n d e r th e  speech 

w ith  anything l ik e  th e  c o n s is te n t c o n v ic tio n  t h a t ,  as we s h a l l  s e e , i s  

ev id en t in  h is  rew orking of th e  speeches of Myrrh a  in  Ovid’ s te n th  book.

These th re e  F a b le s , th e n , Ajax and U ly sses, The Tw elfth  Book and 

M eleager and A ta la n ta , w h ile  a l l  c o n ta in in g  passages o f lo c a l  i n t e r e s t ,  

a re  no t poems in  which Dryden was f i r e d  by h is  engagement w ith  Ovidian 

o r ig in a ls  to  compose E n g lish  poems of g re a t  i n t r i n s i c  m erit o r  coherence. 

E i th e r  (as in  th e  case o f A.iax and U ly sse s) h is  a t t r a c t i o n  to  th e  Ovidian 

ep isode  seems to  have been th a t  o f to o  l im ite d  and academic a k ind  to  

produce a v e rs io n  o f s u f f i c i e n t  d iv e r s i ty  o f i n t e r e s t ,  o r  ( in  th e  case o f 

th e  o th e r  two poems) th e  v a rio u s  k inds o f p e c u l i a r i ty  vdiich he found in  h is  

o r ig in a l  proved to o  g r e a t ,  o r  to o  p ro b lem a tic , t o  be s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  

’n a tu r a l i s e d ’ in to  E n g lish  v e rs e . But n o t a l l  th e  ren d e rin g s  from  Ovid 

in c lu d ed  in  th e  Fab les were as p a r t i a l l y  su c c e s s fu l  as th e s e  th r e e  poems, 

and i t  i s  to  th o se  v e rs io n s  in  wnich Ovid i s  indeed  ( in  C harles Brome’ s 

p h rase ) made to  ’f lo u r i s h  in  a  B r i t i s h  S o i l ’ t h a t  we must now tu r n .

1 . See H o l l i s ’ d e ta i le d  d is c u s s io n  o f t h i s  p o in t on p p .91 -2 .
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C hapter Seven : Ovid in  th e  ’F a b le s ’ f i l l :  The Four G reat
O vidian T ra n s la tio n s

( i )  N a tu re ’s  Laws and Man’s : ’ C inyras and M yrrha’

( i i )  ’The good n a tu r ’d S to ry  o f Baucis and Philemon’

( i i i )  ’T ic k lin g  you to  la u g h ’? : ’ Ceyx and Alcyone’

( iv )  The F lux o f N ature : ’Of th e  Pythagonean PJiilosophy’
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( i )  N atu re’ s Laws and Man’s : ’ C inyras and M yrrha’

In  t r a n s l a t i n g  th e  s to ry  o f C inyras and M yniia from  th e  Tenth Book 

o f th e  Metamorphoses Dryden was u n d e rtak in g  to  t r e a t  s u b je c t-m a tte r  v e ry  

s im i la r  t o  t h a t  which he had handled  in  some o f h is  p la y s  and (a s  we saw 

i n  C hapter Two) in  th e  s a la c io u s  e p i s t l e  o f Canace to  Macareus in c lu d ed  in  

O vid’ s E p i s t l e s . ̂  For th e  Myrrh a  s to r y ,  l ik e  Canace’s e p i s t l e ,  i s  a  t a l e  

o f consummated in c e s t ,  t h i s  tim e between f a th e r  and d a u g h te r , r e s u l t in g  n o t, 

as in  th e  e a r l i e r  poem, in  th e  s u ic id e  o f th e  h e ro in e  (though t h i s  seems 

th e  l i k e l y  outcome a t  one p o in t in  th e  s to ry )  but in  th e  double m irac le  of 

M yrrha’ s tra n s fo iro a tio n  in to  an A rabian m y rrh -tre e  and th e  b i r t h  o f h e r  

c h ild  from th e  t r e e ’ s tru n k . Her c h ild  i s  not a  h ideous m onster, bu t th e  

b e a u t i f u l  A donis, th e  fu tu re  beloved o f Venus h e r s e l f .  And a co n sid e rab le  

p a r t  o f th e  ep iso d e  i s  tak en  up (a s  had been th e  e a r l i e r  e p i s t l e )  w ith  th e  

h e ro in e ’s own r e f l e c t io n s  and m e d ita tio n s  on th e  n a tu re  of h e r  p a ss io n  and 

th e  p o s s ib le  s o lu t io n s  to  h e r  dilemma.

T re a tin g  such a su b je c t has i t s  obvious p i t f a l l s  f o r  any p o e t, and 

th e  exanple of Canace shows on ly  to o  c le a r ly  th e  ways in  which a  w r i te r  

cou ld  a f f e c t  a g l ib  s u p e r io r i ty  to  a  h e ro in e  in  such a  p red icam en t, u s in g  

h i s  poem as an o p p o rtu n ity  f o r  a c o ld ly  m asculine s n ig g e r  a t  h e r  expense. 

Indeed , s e v e ra l  re a d e rs  have found t h i s  to  be p r e c is e ly  th e  e f f e c t  o f 

O vid’ s h an d lin g  o f th e  Myrrh a ep iso d e , and have judged h is  tre a tm e n t o f 

M yrrha’ s predicam ent to  be m elodram atic , f r i g i d  and even re p u ls iv e .

1 . See p a r t i c u l a r l y  Aureng-Zebe, I l l . i .  (S c o tt ,  V, 234)  ̂ Don S e b a s tia n ,
I I . i .  (S c o t t ,  V II, 346), V7i. (S c o tt ,  V II, 4 39 ), Love Trium phant, I I . i .  
(S c o t t ,  V III , 366-369), I l l . i .  (S c o t t ,  V II I , 3 8 4 ), V .i .  (S c o t t ,  V III ,4 3 1 )



322.

allow ing no synpathy w ith  th e  g i r l ,  and f in a l l y  c a llo u s ly  degrading h er,

in  th e  metaffiorphosis i t s e l f ,  to  th e  le v e l  o f th e sub-human.^ Mark Van

Doren c le a r ly  f e l t  th a t Ovid’ s episode had once more encouraged Dryden to

d isp la y  h is  w eakest, most narrowly ’R estora tion ’ s id e , and judged th a t th e
2

s to r y  was rendered by him ’w ithout r e s t r a in t . ’

But not a l l  readers have judged e ith e r  Ovid’s o r ig in a l or Dryden’ s 

v ersion  th u s. Herman Frankel, fo r  example, found th a t Ovid’s Myrrha had 

been afforded a ’new d ig n ity ’ by her transform ation , Jean-Marc Frecaut 

f in d s  th e  w it in  Ovid’ s ep isode an e s s e n t ia l  contributory  fa c to r  to  i t s  

a r t i s t i c  su c c e ss , rather than a s ig n  of Ovid’s t r iv i a l i s i n g  ca llo u sn e ss , 

G.Karl G allnsky has s tr e s se d  th e  p ity  which Ovid’ s handling allow s us to  

f e e l  fo r  th e  g i r l ,  and a recent commentator on Book Ten, W.S.Anderson, has 

in t e r e s t in g ly  demonstrated th e  ways in  which 0\d.d seems to  have s p e c i f i c a l ly  

m odified h is  Alexandrian sources in  order to  transform  th e s to ry  from a 

sim ple one of d iv in e  vengeance (Venus punishing Myrrha fo r  her i l l i c i t  

p assion ) in to  one which a llow s us to  see Myrrha’ s predicament in  a l l  i t s  

com plexity ’w ithout p re ju d ice ’ : the source o f her passion  i s  d e lib e r a te ly
3

l e f t  obscure, so th a t we can focu s on i t s  nature.

1. See, fo r  example, M.M.Crump, The E pyllion  from T heocritus to  Ovid
(London, 1931), pp. 230-232; W .W .Sellar, Roman Poe ts  of th e  Aw-;ustan
Age : Horace and th e  E leg iac  Poets (Oxford, 189 , p. 347; G.Lafaye,
Les Metamorphoses d ’Ovide e t  le u rs  modèles ^recs (P a r is , 1904), p .171; 
Brooks O tis , Ovid as an Epic Poet (2nd é d .,  Cambridge, 1970), p . 229.

2. Van Doren, John Dryden, p . 219.
3. H .F rankel, Ovid, p .100. J .-M .F recau t, L’ e s p r i t  e t  l ’ humour chez Ovide 

(G renoble, 1972), p. 254. G .K.Galinsky, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, p .101. 
W.S.Anderson, é d .,  Ovid : Metamorphoses, Books VI-X, p. 504.



323.

As f o r  Dryden’ s v e rs io n . S i r  W alter S c o tt (who, we remember, f e l t ,

l i k e  Dr. Johnson, t h a t  w h ile  Dryden ’ f a i l s  in  ex p ress in g  th e  m ild e r and

more te n d e r  p a s s io n s ’ he was n e v e r th e le s s  unsurpassed  in  d e p ic t in g  ’th e

s tro n g e r  f e e l in g s  o f th e  h e a r t ,  in  a l l  i t s  dark  o r  v io le n t  w orkings’ )

d e sc rib e d  i t  as ’b e a u t i f u l  and u n eq u a lled ’ , a  le a d in g  in s ta n c e  of Dryden’ s

c a p a c ity  to  r i s e  to  th e  demands o f h is  s u b je c t .^  S c o t t ,  t h a t  i s ,  c le a r ly

d id  no t f e e l  t h a t ,  in  t h i s  in s ta n c e , th e  ’p o in ts  o f w it and a n t i t h e t i c a l

p r e t t i n e s s e s ’ w hich, he f e l t ,  had marred some o f Dryden’ s Ovid v e rs io n s ,
2

in  any way d e tra c te d  from  th e  poem’s power o r b eau ty . And re c e n t ly  

P ro fe sso r  W illiam  F ro s t has p a id  t r i b u t e  to  th e  d e lic a c y  o f Dryden’ s
3

re n d e rin g  o f th e  paradoxes of th e  O vidian M yrrha’s p o s i t io n .  In  th e  

account which fo llo w s I  s h a l l  a ttem pt to  support and s u b s ta n t ia te  th e s e  

h igh  v a lu a tio n s  o f Dryden’ s v e rs io n .

Though Ovid had h im se lf  g iven  h is  Myrrha s p e c i f i c a l ly  r e l ig io u s  

v o cabu lary  to  d e sc r ib e  h e r  p a ss io n  -  she c a l l s  i t  bo th  ’ s c e lu s ’ and 

’n e fa s ’ and sees  i t  as being  c o n tra ry  to  ’p i e t a s ’ ( th e  Roman bond o f love  

and d u ty  w ith in  th e  fam ily ) -  and though he c le a r ly  in te n d s  h e r  a c ts  and 

th o u g h ts  to  c a r ry  some co n sid e ra b le  elem ent of h o rro r  an; re p u ls io n  f o r  

h i s  re a d e r , th e  enorm ity  o f h e r  th o u g h ts  and a c tio n s  (and th o se  o f o th e rs  

in  th e  t a l e ,  such as h e r  f a th e r  and th e  nu rse  lAo a c ts  as t h e i r  go-betw een) 

would o b v io u sly  seem even g r e a te r  to  re a d e rs  in  th e  C h r is tia n  e r a .^  The

1 . S c o t t ,  I ,  515.

2. S c o t t ,  I ,  517.
3 . W illiam  F ro s t ,  ’Dryden’ s v e rs io n s  o f Ovid’ , Comparative L i t e r a tu r e , 

26 (1974), 193-202.
4 . See W .S.Anderson, e d . ,  Ovid : Metamorphoses, Books VI-X, p . 505.
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a l le g o r iz in g  t r a d i t i o n ,  fo r  example, saw th e  ep isode as a  c au tio n a ry  t a l e

about th e  e v i l s  o f i l l i c i t  l u s t  and about s in  and rep en tan ce . A rthu r

G olding in  h is  ’E p i s t l e ’ w rote t h a t

The te n th  booke c h e e fly  dooth c en ta in e  one kynd of argument 
Reproving most p ro d ig io u s  l u s t s  o f such as have bene b en t 
To in c e s t  ^most u n n a tu ra l l .  ^

Du-Ryer judged th e  p o in t o f th e  s to ry  t o  be to  encourage th e  re a d e r  to

avo id  such v ic e  as M yrrha’ s ,  and a t t r ib u te d  h e r  tra n s fo rm a tio n  in to  a

p re c io u s , r a th e r  th a n  an od io u s , t r e e  to  th e  f a c t  t h a t ,  l i k e  Mary
2

M agdalene, she rep en ted  of h e r s in .  Sandys, in  h is  Commentaiy on Book

Ten, d e sc rib e d  Myrrha as an ’ im pious s o u le ’ w ith  ’h e l l i s h  a f f e c t io n s ’ ,

and t h i s  sense  o f th e  s to ry  i s  borne out in  th e  solem nly e x h o rta to ry

to n e  o f th e  opening o f h is  t r a n s l a t i o n  :

He, C inyras begot : who might be s t i l ’d
Of men most h ap p ie , i f  w ith -o u t a  c h ild .^

I  s in g  o f H orror! D aughters, f a r r e  o f a r r e  
From hence remove ! and You, who f a th e r s  a re !
Or i f  my winning v e rse  your minds a l lu r e :
L et them no c r e d i t  in  t h i s  p a r t  p ro c u re .
Or i f  you w i l l  be leeu e  th e  same f o r  t r u e :
Beleeue w ith  a l l  th e  iudgem ents t h a t  in su e .

(p . 344)

To be s u re , Ovid uses r e l ig io u s  language in  h is  opening (echoing  th e

’p ro c u l h in c ’ fo rm ula used by th e  Romans to  warn away ’p r o f a n i’ who might

d i s tu r b  th e  p u r i ty  o f a r e l ig io u s  r i t e ) ,  bu t h is  s to ry ,  i t  should  be 

n o tic e d , doesn’t  a c tu a l ly  c o n ta in  a  ’punishm ent’ , a t  l e a s t  in  th e  sense 

d e fin e d  and d e s id e ra te d  by Sandys :

E d itu s  hac i l l e  e s t ,  q u i, s i  s in e  p ro le  f u i s s e t .
I n t e r  f e l i c e s  C inyras p o tu is s e t  h a b e r i .
D ira  canam. p ro c u l h in c  n a ta e , p ro c u l e s te  p a re n te s  :

1 . Ovid’ s Metamorphoses : th e  A rth u r Golding T ra n s la tio n  (1 5 6 ?), ed . 
J.F.Nirams (New York, 19&5), p . 411.

2 . P.Du-Ryer, Les Metamorphoses d ’O vide, . . .  . avec de N ouvelles E x p lic a tio n s  
H is to r iq u e s , M orales & P o l i t iq u e s ,  s u r  Toutes le s  Fables (B russ e l l s .  
1677), p . 333.
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A ut, mea s i  v e s tr a s  m ulcebunt carm ina m entes.
D esit in  hac n d h i p a r te  f id e s ;  nec c r é d i té  factum  :
V el, s i  c r e d e t i s ,  f a c t i  quoque c ré d i té  poenam. ^ 

(298-303)

Though h i s  w ording i s  in  many re s p e c ts  s t r ik in g ly  c lo se  t o  Sandys’ , Dryden 

h as  c l e a r ly  d iv in e d  i n  t h i s  opening o f Ovid’ s som ething o f th e  d isinegenuous-

n e ss  no ted  by s e v e ra l  . modem com m entators, and has d e te c te d  a  n o te  of s ly
2

humour in  Ovid’ s seem ingly  e a rn e s t p r o te s ta t io n s .  One i s  reminded o f 

S c o t t ’ s rem arks about how, o f te n ,  in  th e  F a b le s , ’There i s  indeed  a  q u a in t 

C erv an tic  g ra v i ty  in  [  Dryden’ s J  mode o f ex p ress in g  h im se lf , t h a t  o f te n  

g lan ces  f o r th ,  and e n liv e n s  what o th e rw ise  would be mere d ry  n a r r a t iv e ’ .

’The to n e  of e x p re s s io n , ’ S c o tt c o n tin u e s , ’he perhaps borrowed from 

A rio s to , and o th e r  p o e ts  of I t a l i a n  c h iv a lry , \àio are  wont ev er and anon 

to  r a i s e  th e  mask, and sm ile  even a t  th e  rom antic  t a l e  th e y  a re  them selves 

t e l l i n g ’

Nor him a lone  p roduc’d th e  f r u i t f u l  Queen;
But C in y ra s , who l ik e  h is  S ire  had been 
A happy P r in c e , had he no t been a S i r e .
D aughters and F a th e rs  from  Song r e t i r e ;
I  s in g  o f H orrour; and could I  p r e v a i l .
You shou’d n o t h e a r , o r  n o t b e lie v e  ny T a le .
Yet i f  th e  P lea su re  o f my Song be such .
That you w i l l  h e a r , and c r e d i t  me to o  much.
A tte n tiv e  l i s t e n  to  th e  l a s t  Event,
And w ith  th e  S in  b e lie v e  th e  Punishm ent.

(1-10)

Yet th e  e f f e c t  o f what I  have c a l le d  t h i s  ’ s ly  humour’ i s  s u re ly

1 . See W .S.Anderson, e d . ,  Ovid ; Metamorphoses, Books VI-X, p . 503.
2 . See A nderson, p . 503, J .-M .F re c a u t, I ’ e s p r i t  e t  J ’humour, p . 254. L .P . 

W ilk inson , Ovid R eca lled  (Cambridge, 1955), p . 207.
3 . S c o t t ,  I ,  499.
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no t t o  remove e n t i r e l y  our fe e l in g s  o f n a tu r a l  repugnance tow ards in c e s t  

o r  to  su ggest t h a t  n o th in g  o f im portance i s  a t  s ta k e , f o r  Myrrha o r  f o r  u s , 

as th e  t a l e  u n fo ld s . Though we have (a s  I  am about to  su g g es t)  many o th e r  

th o u g h ts  on our mind by th e  end of th e  poem, we n ever q u ite  fo rg e t  t h a t ,  

though th e  myrrh - t r e e  in to  which % r rh a  i s  f i n a l l y  transfo rm ed  drops a  

r ic h  gum and i s  p a r t  o f th e  g e n e ra l ly  lu x u rio u s  fra g ra n c e  of A rab ia , never

th e le s s  ( in  words which a re  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  Dryden’ s a d d itio n )

Nor a l l  h e r  od’rous T ears can c lea n se  h e r Crime,
Her P la n t a lone  deforms th e  happy Clime:

(20- 21)

However, though we never q u ite  fo rg e t  th e  b lo t  on N ature t h a t  in c e s t ,  

f o r  u s , must always b e , Dryden’ s h an d lin g  of th e  Ovidian s to ry  a lso  never 

a llow s us to  f e e l  th a t  Myrrha i s  a  m erely  p e rv e r te d  c re a tu re  w ith  whom we 

can f e e l  no k in sh ip  o r  sytiç>athy. Nor do th e  v a rio u s  jokes and ’t u r n s ’ wit& 

which th e  v e rs io n  c e r ta in ly  abounds seem designed  (a s  in  th e  case o f Canace 

t o  M acareus) as l i t t l e  more th a n  a s e t  of sm art dev ices  f o r  c o n o isse u rin g , 

from  a  p o s i t io n  o f s a fe  s e c u r i ty  and coo l d is ta n c e ,  th e  g i r l ’ s ’ c a se ’ .

They seem, r a th e r ,  t o  be a  means of c re a tin g  a  p e rsp e c tiv e  on h e r  

b eh av iou r and m en ta l p ro cesses  which, w hile  c e r ta in ly  embracing a  sense  

o f th e  alm ost co m ically  p e rv e rse  im p lic a tio n s  o f some o f h e r  words and 

a c t io n s ,  n ev er has th e  e f f e c t  o f a llow ing  us  m erely  to  laugh  ab h e r ,  

sm ile  a t  h e r  expense, o r  th in k  h e r  p e r v e r s i ty  t o  be o f a  k ind  from  \diich 

we a re  s a f e ly  exempt.

We a re  co n fro n ted  w ith  a l l  th e s e  is s u e s  i n  h e r  very f i r s t  speech , 

which Dryden has s ig n i f i c a n t ly  expanded in  h is  ren d e rin g  :
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...Q uo mente fe ro r?  quid m olior? in q u i t .
D i, p reco r, & P ie ta s , sacra taque ju ra  parentum.
Hoc p ro h ib e te  n efas : sce le riq u e  r e s i s t i t e  ta n to ;
S i tamen hoc sce lu s  e s t .  sed enim damn are n eg a tu r 
Hanc Venerem p ie ta s  : coeuntque an im alia  n u llo  
C aetera d i le c tu .  nec h ab e t u r tu rp e  juvencae 
Ferre patrem  te rg o  : f i t  equo sua f i l i a  conjux; 
Quasque c r e a v i t ,  i n i t  pecudes, caper : ipsaque cujus 
Seraine concept a e s t ,  ex i l l o  c o n c ip it a le s .
F e lic e s , quibus i s t a  11 cent I humana malignas 
Cura d e d it leg es  : & quod N atura r e m i t t i t ,
Inv ida ju r a  negan t. gent es tamen esse  f e n n t u r .
In  quibus & na to  g e n e tr ix , & n a ta  p a re n t!
Ju n g itu r; & p ie ta s  geminato c r e s c i t  amore.
Me raiseram, quod non n a sc i mihi c o n tig i t  i l l i c ,  
Fortunâque lo c i  la ed o rl . . .

(320-34)

Ah Ityrrhal w h ither wou’d th y  Wishes tend?
Ye Gods, ye sacred  Laws, my Soul defend 
From such a Crime, as a l l  Mankind d e te s t .
And never lo d g ’d befo re  in  Humane B reast I 
But i s  i t  S in? Or makes my Mind alone 
Th’imagined Sin? For Nature makes i t  none.
V/hat Tyrant th en  th e se  envious Laws began.
Made not fo r  any o th e r B east, but Man I 
The F a th e r-B u ll h is  Daughter may b e s tr id e .
The Horse may make h is  Mother-Mare a Bride;
What P ie ty  fo rb id s  th e  lu s ty  Ram
Or more s a la c io u s  Goat, to  ru t  t h e i r  Dam?
The Hen i s  f r e e  to  wed th e  Chick she bore .
And make a Husband, whom she h a tc h ’d b e fo re .
A ll C reatures e lse  a re  of a happ ier Kind,
Whom nor i l l - n a t u r ’d Laws from P leasure  b ind .
Nor Thoughts of Sin d is tu rb  t h e i r  Peace of mind.
But Man, a Slave of h is  own mak-nig l iv e s ;
The Fool d en ies  h im self what N ature-g ives :
Too busie  S en a tes , w ith  an oveiv-care 
To make us b e t t e r  than  our Kind can b ear.
Have dash’d a Spice of Envy in  th e  Laws,
And s tr a in in g  up too  h igh , have s p o i l ’d th e  Cause. 
Yet some w ise N ations break t h e i r  c ru e l Chains,
And own no Laws, but th o se  which Love o rd a in s:
IVhere happy Daughters w ith  t h e i r  S ire s  a re  jo in ’d . 
And P ie ty  i s  doubly paid  in  Kind.
0 th a t  I  had been born in  such a Clime,
Not h e re , where ’t i s  th e  Country makes th e  Crime I

(35-63)
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In  expanding Ovid’ s fo u r te e n  l in e s  to  tw e n ty -e ig h t o f h is  own, Dryden 

has extended th e  im p lic a tio n s  o f % r r h a ’8 words to  in c lu d e  a  v a r ie ty  o f 

k in d s  o f i n c e s t ,  n o t j u s t  t h a t  between f a th e r s  and d a u g h te rs . He has a ls o  

made c o n s id e ra b ly  more s p e c i f ic  and v igorous M yrrha’s d e s c r ip t io n s  o f th e  

v a r io u s  k in d s  o f in c e s t  in  th e  an im al kingdom, and has made much more 

e x p l i c i t  th a n  had Ovid th e  su g g es tio n  of M yrrha’s t h a t  th e  in c e s t -  

p ro h ib i t io n  i s  a  man-made law which a c tu a l ly  ru n s  c o n tra ry  to  th e  law s of 

’N a tu re ’ (h is  own replacem ent f o r  Ovid’s ’p i e t a s ’ ) .

Though Dryden shows h im se lf n e a r  th e  opening of The Cock and th e  Fox

( in  h is  p o r t r a y a l  o f ,  and comments on. C h a n tic le e r’ s r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is

seven s is te r - w iv e s )  t o  have been f u l l y  a l iv e  to  th e  eq u iv o ca l con clu sio n s

which can emerge from  ju x ta p o s in g  sex u a l p ro m iscu ity  and in c e s t  in  th e

anim al w orld w ith  s im i la r  behav iour in  th e  human, h is  p a r t i c u l a r

in s p i r a t io n  f o r  th e  p re se n t passage seems to  have come from th e  e q u iv a len t

moment in  a v e rs io n  o f th e  Myrrha s to ry  by th e  l i t t le -k n o w n  James Gresham :

The l i t t l e  H e ifa r  sca rc e  y e t ag ’d a ye a re  
Her owne b e g e t te r  on h e r  backe may be a re  
Yet n o t be tu rp io u s .  And th e  l u s t i e  s te e d  
Couer th e  Mare which sprung from h is  own seed 
The le ac h e ro u s  Goat to o ,  le ap e s  th e  fem ale she 
From whom h im se lfe  was gendred : and th a t  hee 
P roceed ing  from  them both  by c a m a l l  vse 
O ft tu p s  th e  Dam th a t  d id  h im se lfe  produce.
B ird s  w ith  each o th e r  to o  do mate and by 
The so vp h a tc h ’d doe l i k e  f r u c t i f i e .  [̂ sic]3-

1 . In  The Cock and th e  Fox, Dryden had developed a p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  in  
th e  in c e s t  o f k in g s , in  11 .55-66  (on which see p . 390 below) and th e  
d if f e r e n c e  between th e  sex u a l c a p a c i t ie s  o f humans and o f cocks and 
hens (1 .7 0 , 11 .421-424 , 437-440), vdien th e  cock and hens a re  p o r tra y e d , 
co m ica lly , i n  v e ry  ’human’ te rm s . The passage quoted i s  from James 
Gresham, The P ic tu re  of I n c e s t .  L iu e ly  P o r tra ic te d  in  th e  H is to r ié  o f 
C inyras and Myrrha (London, l f o 6 ) ,  p .3*
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And in  h is  s tre n g th e n in g  of M yrrha’s su g g es tio n  in  th e  L a tin  t h a t  h e r  

k in d  o f s in  i s  n o t a  s in  a g a in s t N a tu re , b u t one brought about by man- 

c re a te d  laws (a  s u b je c t  on vdiich he had o c c a s io n a lly  touched  in  d i f f e r e n t  

c o n tex ts  in  h is  p la y s )  he seems to  have been helped  by a  passage  from 

a n o th e r v e rs io n  o f  th e  ep iso d e , t h i s  tim e  by h is  younger conbenporary , 

C harles  Hopkins :

B ut, f o o l i s h  Man, a g a in s t h im se lf c o n sp ire s .
In v e n tin g  Laws, t o  curb h is  f r e e  d e s i r e s .
In d u s tr io u s ,  t o  d e s tro y  h is  own c o n ten t.
He makes th o se  b a rs ,  which N ature never m eant.

But i f  Dryden has  in  t h i s  passage drawn on th e se  ’ so u rc e s ’ to  

s t r e s s ,  in  th e  e a r th y  v ig o u r and in  th e  p e rsu as iv en ess  o f h is  p re s e n t

a t io n ,  th e  sen ses  in  which M ^ rh a ’s conduct could be thought of a s , in  

one sense  o f th e  t e m  a t  l e a s t ,  p ro found ly  ’n a tu r a l ’ -  what many men 

and women m ight do i f  th e  onerous laws of c i v i l i s a t i o n  which b ind  them 

w ere sudden ly  to  be l i f t e d  -  h is  v e rs io n  a lso  im presses on us v /ith  equal 

fo rc e  th e  b iz a r r e  paradoxes of M yrrha’s p o s i t io n ,  and th e  degree to  which 

Myrrha h e r s e l f ,  d e s p ite  h e r  own argum ents, f e e ls  t h a t  wiiat sh e ’ s say ing  

i s  a ls o  p ro fo u n d ly  ’u n n a tu ra l’ . C iv i l i s a t io n  cannot be so e a s i ly  shrugged

1 . See, f o r  example, The Second P a rt o f th e  Conquest o f G ranada, I . i i .  
(S c o t t ,  IV, 1 2 4 )j Amboyna, IV, i i .  (S c o tt ,  V, 58). C harles Hopkins’ 
v e rs io n , ’The S to ry  o f C inyras and M ÿrrha’ appeared on pp. 31-53 o f 
h is  E p is to la ry  Poems; On S e v e ra l O ccasions (London, 1694). On 
C harles  Hopkins, see  th e  D.N.B a r t i c l e  by A .H .B ullen ,and  A lice  E. 
Jo n es , ’A Note on C harles H opkins’ , M.L.N. , 55 (1940), 191-194.
For Dryden’ s o p in io n  o f Hopkins, see  Ward, L e t t e r s , p . 124.
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o f f !

The p a ra d o x ic a l elem ent i s  ev id en t in  th e  unexpected touches of

v e rb a l w i t .  For exanç)le, as w e ll as a p p re c ia tin g  th e  v ig o u r o f anim al

s e x u a l i ty ,  we a re  a ls o  allow ed to  ^ a n c e  m om entarily ( in  th e  l i t t l e

a l l i t e r a t i v e  ’t u r n ’ and th e  w it ty  v e rb a l ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f anim al and

human) a t  i t s  comic s id e  :

The Hen i s  f r e e  to  wed th e  Chick she b o re .
And make a  Husband, whom she h a tc h ’d b e fo re .

(47-48)

And th e  n e a t ly  p a t te r e d  term s in  which I ^ r r h a  i s  made to  sum up h e r  

pred icam ent in  bo th  th e  L a tin  and E n g lish  v e rs io n s  a llow  us both  t o  see 

th in g s  from  h e r  p o in t o f  view , and a t  th e  same tim e to  s tan d  o u ts id e  h e r ,  

and to  see  t h a t  th e  word which Dryden g iv es  h e r  f o r  h e r  own c o n d itio n , 

’p e rv e rse n e ss ’ , even i f  i t  doesn ’t  re p re se n t th e  whole t r u t h  about h e r , 

i s  an ap t one :

. . .  ergo  s i  f i l i a  magni.
Non essem C in y rae ; C inyrae concumbere possem.
Nunc q u ia  tarn meus e s t ,  non e s t  meus; ipsaque damno 
E s t m ihi p ro x im ita s . . . .

(337-340)

Then had no t C inyras my F a th e r been.
What h in d e r ’d % r r h a ’ s Hopes t o  be h is  Queen?
But th e  P erv ersen ess  o f my F ate  i s  such .
That h e ’ s n o t mine, because h e ’s mine to o  much:
Our K indred-B lood debars  a b e t t e r  T ie ;
He m ight be n e a re r ,  were he not so n ig h .

(68-73)

1 . I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  n o te  t h a t  M ontaigne, in  h is  Apology f o r  Raymond 
de Sebonde u ses  t h i s  very  passage in  M yrrha’s speech to  sup p o rt th e  
p ro p o s it io n  t h a t  th e  law s we c a l l  ’N a tu ra l’ a re  o f te n  sim ply th o se  
we a re  accustomed t o .  See E ssay s , t r a n s .  C otton , I I ,  380-81.
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The com bination o f  p sy c h o lo g ic a l in s ig h t  and a ten d er  humour in  th e s e  

l i n e s  o f  Dryden’s  v e r s io n  c r u c ia l ly  improves on th e  two so u rces  on which  

he i s  drawing a t t h i s  p o in t , Sandys (who fo llo w s  th e  L atin  c l o s e l y ,  but 

makes th e  w it  sound s t i f f  and awkward, and con seq u en tly  p rev en ts  th a t  

s u b t ly  am bivalent p la y  o f  mind which Dryden c r e a te s )  ;

Mere I  not daughter t o  great C in yras;
A ll  I  con ce iv e  in  my d es ire s  might p a sse .
Now, in  th a t  m ine, not mine : p ro x im itie
D is - io y n e s s  v s ; n eerer , were we not so n ig h .

fp-3+5)

and C harles Hopkins

Were I  n o t so , a l l  my d e s ir e s  were f r e e ,
A las I i t  i s  a S in  in  none, but me.
Engag’ d a lrea d y , in  to o  s t r i c t  a t y e ,
I  miglit be n ea rer , were I  not so  n ig h .

(p-?5)

But Dryden’ s w it ty  tou ch es are complemented by, and d e l i c a t e ly  blended

w ith , o th ers  in  which he draws on th e  r e l ig io u s  vocabulary o f  h i s  own era

t o  s t r e s s  th e  d egree t o  which I ^ r h a  f e e l s  r e p e lle d  by th o se  v ery  pow erful

f e e l in g s  which are p o s se s s in g  h er , and which she i s  a ttem p tin g , w ith  one

p art o f h e r s e l f ,  t o  argue fo r  :

Ye Gods, ye sacred  Laws, my Sou l defend  
From such a Crime, as a l l  Mankind d e t e s t .
And n ever lo d g ’d b efo re  in  Humane B reastt

(36-38)

(where th e  L atin  i s  co n sid era b ly  expanded :

D i, p reco r , & P ie ta s ,  sacrataque ju ra  parentum  
Hoc p ro h ib ete  n e fa s  : s c e le r iq u e  r e s i s t i t e  ta n to ;

(321-2) )

Myrrha r e v e r ts  t o  th e  c r u c ia l  word ’ sa cred ’ (a s w e l l  as r e v e a lin g  y e t  

another d im ension t o  th e  word ’N ature’ ) la t e r  in  th e same sp eech , where
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Dryden has again s ig n if ic a n t ly  expanded h is  o r ig in a l at th e  poin t when 

Myrrha i s  revea lin g  what she w i l l  lo s e  in  succumbing to  her passion  :

. . .  at tu , dum corpore non es 
Passa, nefas animo ne concipe : neve p o te n tis  
Concubitu v e t i t o  Naturae p o llu e  foedus.

(351-3)

But thou in  tim e t i i ’ in crea sin g  H I  con trou l.
Nor f i r s t  debauch th e  Body by th e  Soul;
Secure the sacred Quiet o f thy Mind,
And keep the Sanctions Nature has d es ig n ’d.

(94-97)

In thus strengthen ing th e case beta fo r  and aga in st what she i s  

doing, Dryden allow s u s , as the s to ry  u n fo ld s, to  preserve a balance in  

our own minds about th e  various sen ses in  which her behaviour i s  

sim ultaneously  ’n a tu ra l’ and ’unnatural’ , and to  avoid not only the moral 

primness o f Sandys’ v ers io n , but a lso  th e  prurience o f  h is  own e a r l ie r  

Canace to  Macareus and th e  declamatory s t i f f n e s s  w ith which he had tended  

to  d ep ict the in cestu ou s f ig u r e s  in  h is  p la y s . The reader, th a t i s ,  i s  

not allowed to  remain f ix e d  in  any one sim ple a tt itu d e  toward the  

h ero in e .

In keeping w ith th ose  touches in  h is  version  which g iv e  us 

s ig n if ic a n t  glim pses in to  th e  r e lig io u s  d isq u ie t (as I  th ink  we are e n t it le d  

t o  c a l l  i t )  in  Myrrha’s mind are th ose  s l ig h t  but important ad d ition s of 

Dryden’s which both bring home to  us the inescapab le power o f th e  p assion  

to  which she i s  su bject and which s ig n if ic a n t ly  s t r e s s  the burden o f  

r e s p o n s ib il i ty  vdiich th e two other main characters in  th e  a c tio n  must 

bear fo r  the f in a l  outcome. Immediately a f te r  th e  end o f her f i r s t  long  

speech, Ovid d escr ib es  how Cinyras in v ite d  h is  daughter to  s e le c t  a su ito r
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from th o se  idio were seek in g  h er hand in  m arriage :

. . .  a t C inyras, quem cop ia  d igna procorum.
Quid f a c i t ,  d u b itare  f a c i t ,  s c i t a t u r  ab ip s a .
Nominibus d i e t i s ,  cujus v e l i t  e s s e  m a r it i
I l i a  s i l e t  primo : p a tr iisq u e  in  v u lt ib u s  h a eren s,
AEstuat : & te p id o  su ffu n d it  lum ina rore .
V ir g in e i Cinyras haec credens e s s e  t im o r is ,
F lere  v e ta t ;  s ic c a tq u e  gena^; a t que o sc u la  j u n g it .
Myrrha d a t is  nimium gaudet : consu ltaque qualem  
Opt e t  habere virum; Sim ilem  t i b i ,  d i x i t .  . . .

(356-364)

Dryden’ s sm all but t e l l i n g  a d d itio n s  s t r e s s  th e  s e c r e t  and in e x p lic a b le

power o f her f e e l in g s ,  and a ls o  d e l i c a t e ly  r a is e  (p a r t ic u la r ly  in  th e

tou ch in g  n a iv e te  o f  her f i n a l  resp on se) th e  q u estio n : what are th e  proper

l im it s  o f  a d au gh ter's  f e e l in g s  fo r  her fa th er?  :

. . .  But Cinyras who d a ily  s e e s  
A Crowd o f Noble S u ito r s  a t h is  Knees,
Among so  many, knew not whom t o  chuse.
I r r e s o lu te  to  g ra n t, or to  r e fu s e .
But having t o ld  t h e ir  Names, enquired o f  h er , 
l-Jho p lea sed  her b e s t ,  and whom she would p refer?
The b lu sh in g  I'fe.id stood  s i l e n t  w ith  S u rp r ize ,
And on her Father f i x ’d her ardent E yes,
And lo o k in g  s ig h ’d , and as she s ig h ’d , began 
Round Tears to  shed, th a t  sca ld ed  as th e y  ran.
The ten d er  S ir e , who saw her b lu sh , and cry .
A scr ib ’d i t  a l l  to  M aiden-modesty,
And dry’d th e  f a l l i n g  Drops, and y e t  more k in d .
He s tr o k ’d her Cheeks, and h o ly  K isse s  j o in ’d .
She f e l t  a s e c r e t  Venom f i r e  her Blood,
And found more P leasure than Daughter shou’d;
And, ask ’d a ga in , what Lover o f th e  Crew,
She l i k ’d th e  b e s t ,  she answer’d . One l i k e  you.

(102-119)

One o f  Dryden’ s a d d it io n a l s tro k es  in  t h i s  passage i s ,  I  b e l ie v e ,  su b tly  

preparing us fo r  a la t e r  developm ent in  th e  poem. At t h i s  s ta g e  in  th e
Î

n a r r a tiv e , even a reader o f Dryden’ s v ers io n  who was fa m il ia r  w ith  th e  

d e t a i l s  o f  th e  o r ig in a l might be in c l in e d  to  pass over as o f  no s p e c ia l
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s ig n ifica n ce  h is  rendering of Ovid’s lin e

Flere v e ta t; siccatque genas; atque oscula ju n g it.
(362)

by the couplet

And dry’d the fa ll in g  Drops, and yet more kind.
He stroak’d her Cheeks, and holy K isses jo in ’d.

(114-115)

But i t  i s ,  I b e lie v e , o f cru cia l iJiç)ortance, in  Dryden’s conception of 

the poem, to  the balance o f our sympathies at the moment of the incestuous 

act i t s e l f  that we should f e e l  d e lica te  suggestions that Myrrha i s ,  as i t  

were, not e n tir e ly  to  blame fo r  what happens, indeed that the incestuous 

fe e lin g s  are not unique to  her in  the poem, or, fo r  th at matter, in  the  

world gen erally .

Throughout the ’ confession scene’ Dryden has constantly and subtly  

underlined both Myrrha’s vu ln erab ility  and shame and the nurse’ s 

persuasive powers, and, when the d isc losu re i s  f in a l ly  made, the extra

vagantly melodramatic nature of her reaction  (in  11. 222-225) to  a 

revelation  she’d been only too eager to  ex tract.^  And at the fe a st  of  

Ceres, when Cinyras’ w ife  i s  away, i t  i s  the Nurse,

The Crafty Crone, o ffic io u s  in  her Crime,
(247)

(fo r  which Dryden took h is  cue from a phrase -  perverse o f f ic io s a  nutrix  -  

from the Interp retatio  in  Crispinus’ ed ition ) who enjoys her job as 

pandar between the two, and performs i t  thus :

1. See, fo r  example, h is  renderings in  11. 163-4, 184-5, 196-7 , 200, 204-5, 
214-15, 219-20, 166-7, 169, 176-8, 190, 194, 201-2.
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. . .  The King she found 
Easie w ith Wine, and deep in  Pleasures drown’d.
Prepar’d fo r  Love : The Beldame blew the Flame,
Confess’d the Passion, but conceal’d the Name,
Her Form she p ra is’d; the Monarch ask’d her Years,
And she rep ly’d. The same thy Myrrha bears.
Wine and commended Beauty f i r ’d h is  Thought;
Inp atien t, he commands her to  be brought.

(248-255)

Cinyras’ drunkenness and debauchery at th is  point in  the story  are

considerably strengthened in  Dryden’s handling (Ovid merely has

Nacta gravem vino Cinyram male sedula nutrix ,
(438) )

and th is  s tr e s s  has the e ffe c t  o f swinging our sympathies even further in

Myrrha’s favour, but both poets are equally re ticen t about the p recise

nature of the thoughts which the King has in  h is  mind idien the Nurse

makes her f in a l  rep ly .

We carry th is  moment forward in  our minds, I  b e lie v e , to  the scene

vrtiere the actual deed of in cest i s  f in a l ly  committed :

Virgineo metus lev â t; hortaturque timentem.
Forsitan a e ta tis  quoque nomine, F i l ia ,  d icat:
Dicat & i l i a .  Pater; s c e le r i  ne nomina d es in t.

(466—468)

He found she trembl’d, but b e lie v ’d she strove  
With Maiden-Modesty, against her Love,
And so u ^ t  with f l a t t ’ring Words vain Fancies to  remove.
Perhaps he sa id . My Daughter, cease thy Fears,
(Because the T it le  su ited  with her Years;)
And Father, she might whisper him agen.
That Names might not be wanting to  the Sin.

(297-303)

While h is  touch i s  s t i l l  most d e lic a te , Dryden has here made more e x p lic it  

the s lig h te s t  h in ts  in  the Latin that Cinyras, ju st as he had e a r lie r  

warmed to  the Nurse’s suggestion that h is  prospective m istress was to  be
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th e  same age as h is  daughter, i s  here, by h is  use o f the word ’f i l i a ’ ,

unconsciously revealing the la te n t and unacknowledged incestuous tendency in

h is  own heart.^ The suggestion, as I  have sa id , remains merely a suggestion;

the moment, as Ovid and Dryden have both handled i t ,  causes us to  r e f le c t  yet

further on the narrow bordeiiine between i l l i c i t  and perm issible lo v e .

That th is  suggestion i s  not merely the fa n c ifu l speculation o f a modern

mind accustomed to  th e findings of psycho-analysis i s  given some confirmation,

I  b e liev e , by another of the Metamorphoses versions included in  Fables.

Dryden’s version o f Pygmalion and the Statue precedes Cinyras and Myrrha in

th at volume, as indeed i t  had in  Book Ten o f the Metamorphoses i t s e l f .  The

version , though su ccessfu l, and, in  i t s  creation o f a wry synqpathy for

Pygmalion, quite without the salaciousness which mars some other versions of

the story  (and, apparently, Ovid’s own sources) i s  a s lig h t  poem which perhsps
2

does not require extended d iscussion  here on i t s  own account. Dryden was.

1 . See Anderson’s note on 1.514: ’The words ’daughter’ or ’ c h ild ’ and 
’fa th er’ could bie used u n til  very recently  to  apply e ith er  to  fam ily 
rela tion s or, as Cinyras thinks appropriate here, to  define re la tiv e  
ages’ . Ovid, I  think (and Dryden) sees more equivocal p o s s ib i l i t ie s  
in  the use of th ese terms.

2. On sa lacious versions of the s to iy . See H.Dorrie, Pygmalion : Bin Impuls 
Ovids und sein e Wirkungen b is  in  d ie  Gegenwarb (Dùsseldorf, 1971) > passim. 
On p .99 (in  h is  English summary) Dorrie remarks : ’Ever sin ce  the  
Renaissance, pleasure in  the sp icy  and entertaining aspects o f th is  
subject has predominated’ . An in terestin g  English example of th is  i s  
John Marston’s poem The Metamorphosis of Pygmalion’s Image (1598) where 
the tone i s  so uncertain that scholars are divided as to  whether the  
poem i s  pornographic or a sa tir e  on pornography. See Arnold Davenport, 
e d .. The Poems o f John Marston (Liverpool, 1966), pp.7-11. For Ovid’s  
transformation o f h is  sources in  the d irectio n  of chasteness, see  
Brooks O tis, Ovid as Epic Poet, pp .268, 418-19, and W.S.Anderson’s 
ed itio n , p .495. I t  ought to  be added that Van Doren (John Dryden. p .219) 
finds Dryden’s treatment of what he c a lls  th is  ’Restoration theme’ vulgar, 
and remarks th at Dryden ’ could rarely  be trusted with lo v ers’ .



337.

however, p articu la r ly  struck by i t s  connection with the Ml r̂rha story  which 

fo llow s i t  :

He f a l l s  in  love with a Statue o f h is  own making.
which i s  chang’d in to  a Maid, whom he marries. One
of h is  Descendants i s  Cinyras, the Father of Myrrha; 
the Daughter incestuously  loves her own Father; for  
which she i s  chang’d in to  the Tree which bears her 
Name. These two S tories immediately fo llow  each other. 
and are admirably w e ll connected.

(Headnote)

The connection which Dryden saw between the two s to r ie s  was n ot, I  

th ink , merely one of the l in e a l descent o f the main characters in  each. 

Throughout h is  version o f the Pygmalion episode, Dryden has anticipated  one 

of the modem in te r e s ts  in  Ovid’ s story in  s tress in g  that i t  i s  with one of 

h is  own creation s, a triumph of h is  own a r t, that the sculptor has fa lle n

in  love .^  In h is  prayer to  the gods, Pygmalion won’t  ask fo r  what he

r e a lly , s e c r e t ly , wants :

. . .  cum munere functus ad aras 
C o n stit it ; & tim ide. S i  DÎ dare cuncta p o te st is ;
S it  conjux opto, non ausus, ebumea v irgo ,
Dicere lygmalion, s im ilis  mea, d ix i t ,  ebumeae.

(273-276)

Pygmalion o f f ’ ring , f i r s t ,  approach’d the Shrine,
And then with Pray’rs implor’d the Pow’rs Divine,
Almighty Gods, i f  a l l  we Mortals want.
I f  a l l  we can require, be yours to  grant;
Make th is  f a ir  Statue mine, he wou’d have sa id , )
But chang’d h is  Words, fo r  shame; and only pray’d, )
Give me the Likeness of my Iv ’ry Maid. )

(61-67)

This s tr e ss  in  Dryden’ s version allows us to  suggest th at the particu lar  

connection between the two fab les which Dryden seems to  have been struck by 

might have been that to  Wiich Montaigne drew a tten tion  at th e  end o f h is

1 . See e sp e c ia lly  l in e s  8-10, 18-20. For the modem scholars, see H.Sànkel’s 
discussion  (Ovid, pp .93-97), c ited  with approval by G.K.Galinsky (Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses, p .86),
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essay Of the A ffections of Father to  th e ir  Children (a  passage which Dryden

certa in ly  knew) :

. . .  I  make no great Question, whether fpj h id ia s , or 
any other exce llen t Statuary, would be so so lic ito u s  
of the Preservation and Continuance of h is  Natural 
Children, as he would be o f a rare Statue, which with 
long Labour and Study, he had perfected according to  
Art. And to  those furious and irregular Passions that  
have sometimes flam’d in  Fathers towards th e ir  own 
D au^ ters, and in  Mothers towards th e ir  own Sons, the 
l ik e  i s  a lso  found in  th is  other sort of Parently :
Witness what i s  related  of Pygmalion, who having made 
the statue of a Woman of singular Beauty, f e l l  so 
passionately  in  love with th is  Work of h is ,  that the  
Gods, in  favour of h is  Passion, must in sp ire  i t  with  
L ife .

( I I . 8)

Though i t s  humorous s id e -e ffe c ts  are by no means ignored, Pygmalion’s 

passion for h is  statue i s  seen, in  Dryden’s version (as in  Ovid’s or ig in a l)  

not as a ludicrous perversion, but, l ik e  Myrrha’s passion, as something 

requiring sympathy and understanding rather than outright condemnation. 

Pygmalion’s incestuous passion for  h is  creation , l ik e  Cinyras’ for  h is  

daughter, i s  not openly acknowledged, but i s  revealed as a fa c t of Nature.

The d e lica te  play o f sympathy \diich, I  have suggested, Dryden creates 

in  the reader for  îfyrrha in  her predicament, allowing us to  see the f u l l  

com plexities of her p lig h t, to  understand the extent to  which she i s  the 

victim  both of circumstance and Natural Law, as w e ll as a sinner, while at 

the same time being able to  keep us s u f f ic ie n t ly  distanced from her to  see  

a lso  the perverseness and the paradoxical nature of her action  and words i s ,  

as i t  were, quintessenced in  one of the most s tr ik in g  of a l l  h is  expansions 

of Ovid’s Latin, at l in e  259, where Myrrfia f i r s t  hears that Cinyras w i l l  

receive her :
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So various, so discordant i s  the Mind,
That in  our W ill a d ifferen t W ill we fin d .
H I  she presag’d, and yet pursu’d her Lust;
For g u ilty  Pleasures g ive a double Grust.

(259-63)

Dryden had occasion a lly  touched in  h is  plays on the subject of how our 

d esires are in te n s if ie d  and sharpened by d if f ic u lt ie s .^  But in  th is  

instance, the theme i s  handled perhaps more s a t is fa c to r i ly  than ever before 

in  h is  work, sin ce the general analysis offered in  these l in e s  i s  given  

such p articu larly  t e l l in g  embodiment and support in  eveiy  d e ta il  of the  

presentation of Myrrha’s predicament throughout the poem.

It  i s  our strong sense o f the irrecon cilab le  paradoxes of Myrrha’ s 

p osition  that make her f in a l  transfoiiaation seem an in ev ita b le  and b lessed ly  

f i t t in g  reso lu tion  of her p l i ^ t .  Rather than retribution  or degradation, 

Dryden seems to  have seen the keynote of the metamorphosis as being, as 

i t  were, a re -assim ila tion  of Myniia in to  the Nature of which she i s  a 

part, a re -assim ila tion  in  which her agonies are preserved, but changed 

in to  something which i s  a lso  n ysteriou sly  b eau tifu l ;

. . .  w hile she spoke, the Ground began to  r is e .
And gather’d round her Feet, her Leggs, and Thighs;
Her Toes in  Roots descend, and spreading wide,
A firm  Foundation fo r  the Trunk provide:
Her so lid  Bones convert to  so lid  Wood,
To Pith her Marrow, and to  Sap her Blood:
Her Arms are Boughs, her Fingers change th e ir  Kind,
Her tender Skin i s  harden’d in to  Rind.
And now the r is in g  Tree her Womb in v ests .
Now, shooting upwards s t i l l ,  invades her Breasts,
And shades th e Neck; when, weary with Delay,
She sunk her Head w ith in , and met i t  h a lf the Way.
And though with outward Shape she lo s t  her Sense,

1. See, fo r  example. The A ssignation . I l l . i i i  (S co tt, IV, 404)> Aureng-Zebe,
I I . i .  (S co tt, V. 211). Marriage à la  Mode. I V . i i i .  (S cott, IV, 310).
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With b it t e r  Tears she wept her la s t  Offence;
And s t i l l  she weeps, nor sheds her Tears in  vain;
For s t i l l  the precious Drops her Name re ta in .

(338-353)

And her ’m is-begotten in fa n t’ appears, on b ir th , not as a Minotaur, or

some other kind of monster, but thus :

The lo v e ly  Babe was bom with ev’ry Grace,
Ev’n Envy must have p ra is’d so fa ir  a Face:
Such was h is  Form, as Painters when they show 
Their utmost Art, on naked Loves bestow:
And that th e ir  Arms no D if f ’rence might betray.
Give him a Bow, or h is  from Cupid take away.

(374-379)

In returning to  an episode in  the Metamorphoses which, as we have seen, 

he had always admired, Dryden had (as th is  version , I  I l ie v e , shows) 

extended h is  in ter e st  in  Ovid’s heroines b̂ ayond a mere admiration for Ovid’s 

capacity to  evoke ’pathos’ and ’ concernment’ and had seen in  the Myrrha 

story  a sub tle  and many-fac^ed exploration of some cru cia l problems related  

to  human sex u a lity  and to  the mysterious and paradoxical workings of 

Nature. I t  i s  true that some o f the most appealing strokes in  h is  

versions (p articu lar ly  those colouring the balance o f our sympathies 

between the poem’s various characters) are ones which only have the  

s lig h te s t  suggestion  in  the Latin, and i t  seems the case that Dryden f e l t  

i t  necessary, as i t  were, to  restore to  the poem some of the humane concern 

or tenderness which he perhaps f e l t  i t  lacked in  Ovid’ s very cool and 

d iscreet t e l l in g .  In t h is ,  Dryden can be thought o f as supplying a 

d is t in c t iv e ly  Christian dimension to  h is  pagan o r ig in a l. But h is  

additions are, i t  should be stressed , very s l ig h t ,  and he seems to  have been 

equally glad to  enjoy the freedom afforded him by Ovid to  trea t certain
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matters raised  by th is  story more fr e e ly  and openly than they could perhaps 

have been rendered in  a s p e c if ic a lly  Christian s e tt in g .

In the d ig n ity  with which i t  allows i t  heroine (without at the same 

time being stra igh t-laced  or solemn in  i t s  treatment o f her) i t  shares 

much with several others of the Fables. For i t  seems to  have been one of 

Dryden’s main concerns in  the volume as a vAiole (one thinks p articu lar ly  

of Sigismonda and the Crone in  The Wife of Bath’ s Tale) to  g ive to  some 

of h is  female characters an a ttra ctiv en ess , a sta tu re , an authority and 

a passionate in te n s ity , and to  trea t th e ir  predicament with a sympathy 

which he had seldom managed before, and which he i s  s t i l l  o ften  thought of 

as never having been able to  achieve anyidiere in  h is  work.
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( i l )  ’The good natur’d story  of Baucis and Philemon’

I f ,  in  Cinyras and Myrrha, Dryden was giving h is  o r ig in a l a s l ig h t ly  

new, s l ig h t ly  more ’humane’ , d irectio n , th is  poem nevertheless represents, 

as I  have suggested, an extension and an expansion o f an in te r e st  in  a sid e  

o f Ovid which had fascinated  him from the beginning o f h is  career -  the  

Latin poet’s d is t in c t iv e  treatment of the subject of female passion. In 

e le c tin g  to  tra n sla te  the story  of Baucis and Philemon from Ovid’s Eighth 

Book, Dryden was turning to  an episode o f a very d ifferen t kind, one vAiich, 

as many consnentators have observed, i s  already one o f the most s tr ik in g ly  

’humane’ and charming parts of Ovid’s poem, and one which disp lays  

Ovidian q u a lit ie s  quite unlike any of those which he had h itherto  mentioned 

in  h is  c r i t ic a l  prose as being w ithin th at poet’ s  range.^ For in  th is  

t a le  of the v i s i t  of the gods Jupiter and Mercury to  the hospitable old 

couple, Baucis and Philemon, Ovid the soph isticated  courtier and town 

poet had shewn him self as a d eta iled  and loving observer of the rural 

I ta ly  of h is  day, and had composed an a ffection ate  celebration  o f the  

v irtu es o f h o sp ita lity  and s e lf le s sn e s s , which was to  be much im itated  

by la te r  Roman w riters, vdiich was even alluded to  in  the New Testament, 

and which subsequently became a common source for various kinds of

1. The version seems to  be currently the most popular o f the Ovid 
tra n sla tio n s . I t  was warmly praised by Van Doren (John Dryden, 
pp.217-219) and finds a p lace, fur exanqple, in  the Dryden se lec tio n s  
of Bonamy Dobree (London, 1934), James Kinsley (Oxford, 1963), John 
Arthos (New York, 1970), W.H.Auden (London, 1973) and John Conachan 
(London, 1978). For comments on the charm o f the o r ig in a l, see , for  
example, G.K.Galinsky, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, p. 197.
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C hristian a lleg o r iz in g  and commentary, both l ite r a r y  and p ic to r ia l.^

As in  h is  version of Cinyras and >$yrrha. Dryden has exp loited  h is  own 

p osition  in  the Christian world, and has, in  p articu lar , made use of the  

tra d itio n  of in terpretation  which Ovid’s episode had acrued to  i t s e l f ,  

without ’ C h ristian isin g’ the t a le ,  or using i t  as an excuse fo r  obtrusive 

didacticism , and, again, without su b sta n tia lly  a lter in g  the point or 

d irection  of h is  o r ig in a l. His version i s ,  as we s h a ll  see , n eith er  

s in ç ly  p lay fu l nor a sem on, but has elements of both b u ilt  in to  i t .

When composing h is  o r ig in a l version o f the episode, Ovid almost 

certa in ly  had in  mind, when w riting the scene in  which th e gods stoop to  

enter the old couple’ s humble cottage, the moment in  Book Right of V ir g il’s 

Aeneid when the Latin King Evander in v ite s  Aeneas to  enter h is  humble 

palace, addressing him in  these words ( in  Dryden’ s tran sla tion ) :

1 . The d e ta ils  of the meal which Baucis and Philemon provide fo r  the
gods almost certa in ly  have precedents (as the commentators point out) 
in  th e ep isode’s Alexandrian sources, but they a lso  draw c lo se ly  on 
the I ta lia n  l i f e  of Ovid’s own day. See p articu lar ly  A .S .H o llis , e d ., 
Ovid : Metamorphoses. Book VUI (Oxford, 1970), pp. 106-125, who points 
out numerous p a r a lle ls  with I ta lia n  peasant customs and d ie t  as 
described by Livy, Cato, C ctoella  e tc . I t  i s  in terestin g  to  note that
H.Frankel (Ovid, p .216) finds much of the description  ’redundant’ , and 
Brooks O tis (Ovid as an Epic Poet, p .204) sees i t  as merely a means to  
the only-too-obvious end of enforcing a moral about the old couple’ s 
p ie ty . Ovid, he argues, wasn’t  at home in  treatin g  such earnest 
m atters. Matthew Prior, in  the parody o f Dryden’s version mentioned 
below, seems to  be (11.110-114) p articu lar ly  t i l t in g  at the length  
of Dryden’ s d escrip tion s. On la te r  im ita tion s, see H o llis ’ ed itio n , 
p .106. On the episode’ s a f t e r - l i f e ,  see e sp e c ia lly  M .Seller, Philemon 
Tjmd Baucis in  der guropalschen L iteratur r S to ffg esich te  und Analyse 
(Heidelberg, 19&7) and Wolfgang Stechow, ’The MTth of Philemon and 
Baucis in  A rt’ , Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld I n s t itu te s . 4 
(1941), 103-113.
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Mean as i t  i s ,  th is  Palace, and th is  Door,
Receiv’d Alcides « then a Conquerour.
Dare to  be poor : accept our homely Food 
Which feasted  him; and emulate a God.
Then, underneath a lowly Roof, he led
The weary Prince; and la id  him on a Bed; ,
The s tu ffin g  Leaves, with Hides of Bears o’respread.

(477-483)

Dryden’s mind had gone, in  i t s  turn, to  th is  l i t t l e  V irg ilian  scene, and

to  Ovid’s episode, i^en Imagining the h o sp ita lity  which the Hind

proffered to  the Panther :

She th o u ^ t good manners bound her to  in v ite  
The stranger Dame to  be her guest that n i^ it .
’Tis tru e , course dyet and a short repast,
(She sa id ) were weak inducements to  the ta s t  
Of one so n ice ly  bred, and so unus’d to  f a s t .
But >^at p lain  fare her cottage cou’d afford,
A hearty welcome at a homely board
Was fr e e ly  hers; and, to  supply the r e s t .
An honest meaning and an open breast.

( I I ,  670-678)

A l i t t l e  la te r , the Hind takes the Panther in to  her cottage,

Who en t’ring f ir s t  her Icwly roof, (a shed 
With hoary moss and winding Ivy spread.
Honest enough to  hide an humble Hermit’ s h e a d ,) . . .

( I I ,  697-699)

Mark Van Doren reca lled  th is  episode in  The Hind and the Panther

when praising Baucis and Philemon, and suggested that i t s  treatment,
2

as w ell as i t s  subject-m atter, were of a sim ilar kind. But i t  i s  p ossib le , 

I th ink, to  f e e l  at th is  moment in  the ea r lie r  poem that Dryden has rather 

too much of a palpable design on us for our a esth etic  comfort: we are, 

perhaps, being asked too soon to  accept the symbolic éii^nificance of th e  

Hind’s welcome without that welcome having been i t s e l f  presented to

1. See H o llis ’ ed itio n , p .l0 6 .
2. See Mark Van Doren, John Dryden. d.218.
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w ith su ff ic ie n t  v ividness and d e ta il  for i t  to  capture our im aginations.

I t  i s  ju st such d e ta il  (with no le s s  s ig n ifica n ce , but with le s s  anxiety  

to  press i t s  s ig n ifica n ce  upon us) which the la te r  tra n sitio n  o ffers  us in  

abundance.

When we compare Dryden’s version of Baucis and Philemon with Ovid’s

o r ig in a l, we immediately find several in te r e sts  not obvious from a casual

perusal o f the Latin. Dryden has put more emphasis than Ovid, for  exanç>le,

on the almost sacred regard with which the old couple view th e ir  marriage.

In t h is ,  he may w ell have taken the h int from a French version of the story

made some years previously by Jean de La Fontaine, since the French poet

had, near the beginning of h is poem, e>rpanded the sm allest hint in  Ovid’s

I l i a  sunt annis ju ncti juvenalibus;. . .  (632)

in to  an affirm ation of the q u ality  of th e ir  mutual love (a  love which he

la te r  makes in to  the central point of h is  version) ;

Hymenee et l ’Amour, par des d ésirs  constants.
Avaient uni leurs coeurs dès leu r plus doux printemps.
Ni l e  temps n i l ’hymen n’éteign iren t leu r flamme;
Clothon prenait p la is ir  à f i l e r  c e tte  trame. 1

(17-20)
At any r a te , there i s  no d irect equivalent in  the Latin fo r  some of 

Philemon’s words to  Jupiter near the end of Dryden’s version , a fte r  the

1. La Fontaine’ s version was f i r s t  published in  Ouvrages de Prose et de
Poésie des Sieurs de Maucrolx et de La Fontaine (P aris, 1685), I ,  78-98. 
Quotations here are taken from the ’P léiade’ ed ition; J. de La Fontaine, 
Fables, Contes et N ouvelles, ed. E .Pilon and R.Groos (P aris, 1963).
On La Fontaine’s version of Baucis and Philemon, see R.E.Colton, 
’Philemon and Baucis in  Ovid and La Fontaine’ , C lassica l Journal,
63 (1968), 166-176, a h elp fu l l in e - fo r - lin e  comparison of the French 
poem with i t s  Latin or ig in a l.
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god has asked the couple what they most d esire :

, . quoniam concordes egimus annos;
Auferat hora duos eadem : nec conjugis unquam 
Bust a meae vldeam; neu sim tumrtlandus ab i l i a .

(708-710)

. . . s in c e  not any Action of our Life  
Has been pollu ted  with Domsstick S tr ife ,
We beg one Hour of Death; that neither she 
With Widows Tears may l iv e  to  bury me.
Nor weeping I ,  with w ither’d Arms may bear 
My breath less Baucis to  the Sepulcher.

(171-176)

For Philemon’s imagining of the tears (which have no warranty in  the L atin ),

Dryden seems to  have gone to  a sp e c if ic  touch at the equivalent point in

La Fontaine’s version , vdiere Philemon says

Je ne p leurerais point c e l le - c i ,  n i ses yeux 
Ne troubleraient non plus de leurs larmes ces lieu x .

(133-134)

And Dryden’s t e l l in g  phrase ’polluted with Domestick S tr if e ’ (which he also  

used as a contrast to  the b l i s s f u l  married s ta te  of Palamon and Emily at 

the end of Palamon and A rcite) combines with th e carefu lly  imagined d e ta ils  

’w ither’d Arms’ and ’breath less Baucis’ to  impress upon us the s ign ifican ce  

of h is  marriage for  the old man. The f in a l  words of Dryden’s old couple to  

one another, we n o tice , are

. . .  Farewell, 0 fa ith fu l Spouse... (189)

(fo r  Ovid’s

V a le . . . /0  conjux.. .  (717-718) )

But as w e ll as encouraging us to  view the old couple and th e ir  

rela tion sh ip  with the seriousness and inward synqpathy which these passages 

force on us, Dryden can a lso , with no sense of stra in  or contradiction, 

allow  us to  see the humorous aspects of th e ir  s itu a tio n , and to  view them.
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at tim es, with a charitable detachment which prevents the poem from being 

merely a sentim ental picture of rural v irtue and which removes from i t  

the in s is te n t ly  d id actic  element which i s  so prominent, fo r  instance, in  

the La Fontaine version.

For example, when describing Baucis’ a c t iv ity  in  preparing the 

meal, Dryden adds a d e ta il  not in  Ovid :

The good old Huswife, tucking up her Grown,
The Table se ts ;  th ’in v ited  Gods l i e  down.

(82-83)

Here our fe e lin g s  are not those of s in g le  pathos and compassion; Dryden 

allows us to  sm ile, a lb eit sym pathetically, at the gusto and enthusiasm  

of the old woman scu ttlin g  round the cottage. The fu rtiv e  whispers in  

which the old couple d iscuss the gods’ request ( I . l6 ? )  are, again, Dryden’s 

addition (compare 1. 705 in the L atin ), and we note that th e ir  general 

fr u g a lity  comes in to  operation when they r e a lise  th at a sa c r if ic e  i s  

appropriate. The goose they s e le c t  fo r  the purpose i s  not a l l  they had, 

but

. . . a l l  they cou’d a llo w ...  (130)

But perhaps the most str ik in g  feature of both th e Latin and English

1. I t  i s  in terestin g  to  observe that Scott was obviously so taken with the  
moment where Baucis renders th e ir  r ick etty  ta b le  firm by putting a 
potsherd under the le g , that he worked i t  in to  one of h is novels.
In Chapter 11 of Waverley, Luckie Macleary i s  preparing her tavern  
fo r  guests (we note, in c id en ta lly , that her tavern has ’sooty  
r a fte r s ’ -  c f .  Dryden, 1.64) :

Luckie M acleary.. .s e t  forth  her deal ta b le  newly 
washed, propped i t s  lame foot with a fragment of 
tu r f ,  arranged four or f iv e  s to o ls  of huge and 
clumsy form upon the s i t e s  which best suited  the 
in eq u a litie s  of her ; floor;
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versions i s  the wealth o f d e ta ils  with %diich the old couple’s rural l i f e

i s  evoked for us. I t  was these d e ta ils  which perhaps f i r s t  in terested

Dryden in  Ovid’s fab le and pronyted the remark in  the Preface.

I see Baucis and Philemon as p erfectly  before me 
as i f  some ancient Painter had drawn them.

(K insley, IV, 1450)

In saying t h is ,  Dryden was perhaps remembering the note in  vdiich the

commentator Crispinus had w ritten

Annon eâ cura mores totamque aniculae rationem 
ob oculos ponit Poet a, ut ipsam coram cem ere  
videaris?  Ideo autam in  re tam f a c i l i  pedem 
s is t o ,  ut tyronem ex ejusmodi descriptionibus  
parem s ib i  in  scribendo seu loquendo conparare 
d ilig e n t iam & elegantiam adhorter.

(Crispinus, I I ,  303)

Some sense o f the particu lar kind of sign ifican ce  Dryden may have seen 

in  the d e ta ils  of Ovid’s portrayal, and amplified in  h is  own version , may 

pexiisps be gained by remembering the passage in  Pope’ s notes to  h is  trans

la tio n  of the I lia d  where, d iscu ssin g  the la s t  parting of Hector and 

Andromache in  Book S ix , he takes up the sane top ic  :

A ll th ese are but small Circumstances, but so a r tfu lly  
chosen, that every Reader immediately f e e ls  the force  
of them, and represents the whole in  the utmost L ivelin ess  
to  h is  Imagination. This alone might be a Confutation of  
that fa ls e  C riticism  some have fa lle n  in to , who affirm  
th at a Poet ought only to  c o lle c t  the great and noble 
Particulars in h is  Paintings. But i t  i s  in  the Images 
of Things as in  the Characters of Persons; where a 

Action, l e t s  us more in to  the Knowledge and 
Comprehension o f them, than the m aterial and princip le  
Parts them selves. As we fin d  th is  in  a H istory, so we 
do in  a P icture, where sometimes a small Motion or a 
Turn of a Finger w i l l  express the Character and Action 
of a Figure more than a l l  the other Parts o f the D esig n ...
There i s  a vast d ifferen ce betwixt a small Circumstance 
and a t r iv ia l  one, and the sm allest become important i f  
they are w e ll chosen, and not Confused. ^

1. The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope, ed. J.Butt e t a l .  
(10 v o l8 .,  London, 1939-1967), V II, 355-6.
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I t  i s  in  these ’small Circumstances’ that we can see to  best advantage 

Dryden’s mind working over h is predecessors, and using them crea tiv e ly  

fo r  h is  own purposes.

He has taken particu lar care to  depict the precise d e ta ils  of the

meal •vdiich the old couple se t  before th e ir  d ivine v is i to r s .  To increase

the r u s t ic ity  of h is terminology, Dryden went back beyond Sandys to

Arthur Golding’s version of 156?.^ Though Sandys had a lso  used Golding,

so that i t  i s  often  d if f ic u lt  to  determine p rec ise ly  \dien Dryden had

consulted Golding d ir ec t , we can see  Dryden taking over words l ik e

’colew ort’ , ’sallow ’ and ’sherd’ , as w e ll as several d e ta ils  of phrasing,

from the e a r lie r  version, and from Sardys he introduced in to  h is  poetry

the ’low terms’ ’bacon’ , ’brushwood’ , ’ ch ips’ , ’cushions’ , ’k e t t le ’ ,

’p ick led ’ , and ’ s e t t l e ’ . He a lso  expanded Ovid’s already f u l l  and

sp e c if ic  portrayal of the ru stic  banquet, to  make more v iv id  the e ffe c t

of the scene on our senses. For h is  description  of the mint with which

Baucis scrubs the ta b le , as

A wholesome Herb, that breath’d a gratefu l Scent.
(89)

Dryden went again to  the ’Delphin’ ed ition  of Crispinus, whose note on 

the word ’mentae’ read

Quae a ttr itu  gratum odorem em itterent.

( I I ,  304)

1. On Dryden’s use o f ru stic  terms in  h is  poem, see R.Brower, ’Dryden and 
the "Invention" of Pope’ , Restoration and Eighteenth-Century Literature  
Essays in  Honor of A.D.MacKillop, ed. Carroll Camden (Chicago, 19&3), 
pp. 211-223. Brower does not, however, make any reference to Dryden’s 
sources. In h is  ed ition  of Pope (9 v o ls . ,  1797), I I I ,  259, Joseph 
Wart on remarked s p e c if ic a lly  on the ’p leasing e f fe c t  that the use of  
common and fam iliar words and ob jects , ju d iciou sly  managed’ have in  
Dryden’s verse, giving i t  ’ a secret charm, and a natural a ir ’ .
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And in  h is  description  of

The party-colour’d O live, Black and Green:

(91)

Dryden combines Sandys’ l in e

Whereon they party-colour’d o liu es  se t  

with the g lo ss  on Ovid’ s word ’b ico lo r ’ in  Borchard Gnipping’s Variorum 

ed itio n  :

[Bicolor. ] Oliva v ir id es  & nigrae.
( n ,  430)

Crispinus’ ed ition  i s  a lso  the source for Dryden’s ’ smoking Lard’ which 

the b o ilin g  k e t t le  sends to  the ta b le , fo r  Crispinus had glossed Ovid’s 

’epulas ca lan tes’ by the phrase

Lardum nempe cum oleribus,^

Dryden a lso  adds d e ta ils  of h is  own. The dates, described by Ovid as 

’ rugosi’ (vdiich Sandys had translated  as ’rugged’ ) are made, more 

s p e c if ic a l ly ,  ’wrinkled’ in  Dryden’ s version , and Dryden combines English 

custom with Ovid’s I ta lia n  scene, when he portrays Philemon b o ilin g  the  

bacon

To tame the Flesh, and drain the Salt away,
(69)

And towards the end of the banquet scene, the ’Beechen Bowls’ reveal th e ir

d ivine orig in  more d e lig h tfu lly  in  Dryden’s version by being endowed in

the verse with a l i f e  of th e ir  own. We are to ld  that they

Ran without Feet, and danc’d about the Board.
(125)

1. Crispinus, I I ,  305, as noted by J.McG.Bottkol, ’Dryden’s Latin 
Scholarship’ , M.P., 40 (1942-3), 241-254.
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AH these d e ta ils  are there, I th ink, not merely fo r  what one

might c a l l  th e ir  ’documentary’ value, but to  inpress upon u s, as we

experience the scene, the true happiness of Baucis and Philemon’s l i f e .

They are happy because they wish fo r  nothing more.^ Their poverty (not

grinding penury, we note, but the ordinary conditions of frugal ru stic

l i f e )  i s  almost, indeed, made an a r t ic le  of fa ith  for  them; they are no

wealth-seeking Chaucerian c le r ic s  :

Now old in  Love, th ou ^  l i t t l e  was th e ir  Store,
Inur »d to  Want, th e ir  Poverty they bore.
Nor aim’d at Wealth, professing to  be poor.

(34-36)

I t  i s  because of a l l  th is  that Dryden i s  able to  make us f e e l ,  without 

( lik e  La Fontaine) in s is t in g  e x p lic it ly  on the p oin t, that th e ir  home i s  

indeed uniquely f i t  to  receive gods, and which makes the action  of the  

gods stooping to  enter ’through the l i t t l e  Door’ (42) at once humorous, 

natural, and a perfect symbolic gesture towards the serious and sacred 

values embodied in  th e ir  l i f e - s t y l e  and marriage.

I t  i s  to  th is  e ffe c t  a lso , I b e liev e , that Dryden has drawn on 

(without committing him self in  any l i t e r a l i s t i c  way to )  aspects o f the 

C h ristian -a llegorica l trad ition  of reading th is  episode. P ra ctica lly  a l l  

commentators on Ovid, and many p ic to r ia l representations o f th is  episode, 

had been anxious to  point out, among many other such, the obvious p a r a lle ls  

between the story of the v i s i t  of Jupiter and Mercury to  the old couple 

and the story  of the angels v. c it in g  Lot in  Sodom, to ld  in  the Book of

1. The sign ifican ce of Otto Van Veen’s use of the Baucis and Philemon 
legend in  h is  Emblem Book Horatius i.yblemata (a use noted by B eller  
and Stechow in  the works cited  abo ) i s  commented on by H.A.Mason 
i n ’Dryden’s Dream of Happiness’ , C;,mbridge Quarterly, 8 (1978), 11-55-
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Genesis, That Dryden was w e ll aware of th is  tr a d itio n , and used i t  for

h is  own purposes, can be seen in  three passages in  h is  poem. When the

gods arrived at the cottage, the old couple,in  Dryden’ s version

.. .b a th ’d th e ir  Feet,
And a fter  with clean Towels dry’d th e ir  Sweat;

(75-76)

In Ovid’s o r ig in a l i t  i s  merely th e ir  ’ artus’ (limbs) th at are dried.^

More s ig n if ica n t are Jup iter’s words (not in  Ovid’ s Latin) to  the

couple when he has exempted them from the dreadful calamity that w i l l

overcome th e ir  neighbours :

Leave th ese accurs’d; and to  the Mountains Height 
Ascend; nor once look backward in  your F ligh t.

(145-146)

Here we are surely  to  r eca ll the angels’ words to  Lot :

Escape fo r  thy l i f e ,  looke not behind thee, 
neither stay  thou in  a l l  the p laine: escape to  
the mount aine, le s t  thou bee consumed.

(Genesis, 19)

And for Ovid’s ’ flex ere  oculos’ (696), Dryden su b stitu tes

They turn th e ir  now no more forbidden Eyes;
(151)

I t  i s  inconceivable that Dryden included these touches merely to  

sco ff  at those who had seen the b ib lic a l  paradigm in  the pagan t a le .  For, 

though we smile when they arrive sweating and not looking to  th e ir  d ig n ity , 

and though we remember, from some of the ea r lier  Ovid versions, and from 

h is  tran sla tion s o f Lucian and M oliere’ s Amphitryon, that Dryden was by no 

means averse to  portraying the c la s s ic a l  gods in  rid icu lous and hum iliating  

circumstances, the gods in  th is  poem are gods of rea l power, and the

1. La Fontaine (1 .53) a lso  has them wash the gods’ f e e t .
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destruction  they mete out i s  genuinely te r r ib le . They are far  removed, 

fo r  exanç)le, from the buffoons and charlatans who form the gods in  th e two 

burlesque versions of the Baucis and Philemon story conçosed in  the early  

eighteenth century by Matthew Prior and Jonathan a^ ift

1 . See Matthew Prior, ’The Ladle’ in  Tons on’s P oetica l M iscellan ies : the  
F ifth  Part (1704) and Jonathan Sw ift, ’Baucis and Philemon’ , -viiich 
e x is t s  in  two versions, an inconç>lete manuscript, probably dating 
from 1706 , and a printed version which f ir s t  appeared in  the 1709 
Tons on M iscellany Poems. For d e ta ils ,  see H. W illiams, e d ., The Poems 
of Jonathan Swift (3 v o ls . ,  Oxford, 1937), I ,  88-89.

Prior (11 .45-52) burlesques Dryden’s affirm ation of the truth  and 
solem nity of h is  t a le ,  makes h is  old couple quite w e ll-o ff  (67-76) and 
always squabbling (79-86), comments s p e c if ic a lly  that he won’t  have 
any long descriptive passages (110-114), and has as h is  climax a 
’m iracle’ which turns out to  be a ribald  parody of the very m arital 
union which the old couple lack (135-140). Some of th ese eirphases 
in d icate  that Prior i s  t i l t i n g  s p e c if ic a lly  at Dryden’s version , 
though he may a lso  have had La Fontaine in  mind. Prior’s Oxford 
ed ito rs, H.B.Wright and M.K.Spears, note that in  the 1707 Poems on 
Several Occasions, Prior’s poem has the su b t it le  ’ In Im itation of  
Fontaine’ , but, apparently ignorant of the ex istence of La Fontaine’s 
version of the story , comment that th is  su b t it le  ’ i s  in correct, and 
may have been intended for Hans Carvel, to  vdiich i t  would apply’ .
See The Literary Works of Matthew Prior (2nd. e d ., 2 v o ls . ,  Oxford, 1971), 
I I ,  889.

S w ift’s version i s  apparently designed (among other th in gs) to  
demonstrate the sentim entality  o f Dryden’ s version . Although in  the  
MS version the humble fea st and the miraculous transformation o f the 
wine are described fa ir ly  n eu tra lly , in  the la te r  version S w ift,h in ts  
(39-40) that the old couple suspect the gods to  be inqpostors, makes 
Philemon suspect cuckoldry (153-8) and makes th e ir  f in a l  transformation 
an excuse for d ism issive irony (172-178). For Swift as a parodist of 
Dryden in the poem, see D. Novarr, ’S w ift’s Relation with Dryden, and 
G ulliver’ s Annus M irab ilis’ , English S tu d ies, 47 (1966), 344-346.
E. Rothstein in ’Jonathan Swift as Jupiter : Baucis and Philemon’ ,
’The Augustan M ilieu ; Essays Presented to  Louis A. L ^da, ed,
H.K .M iller, E.Rothstein and G.S.Rosseau (Oxford, 1970), 205-224, 
seeks to  minimise the influence of Dryden’ s version on S w ift’ s poem, 
though he admits i t s  ex isten ce , a id, in c id en ta lly  provides illum inating  
commentary on a llegorised  versions of the story .



353.

Avoiding any h int of the blasphemous, Dryden subtly  blends 

C hristian ideas of a god made f le sh  and dwelling among us (there i s

even a hint o f the Marriage at Cana in  1. 127) with the pagan story , 

importing an element from h is  own culture and re lig io n  to  bring out the  

e tern a lly  va lid  truths he sees in  Ovid’s Latin poem. His balancing of  

the comic and serious elements i s  so adroit that the parodies of Prior and 

S w ift, w itty  though they are in  many respects, leave Dryden’ s poem, at which 

they seem s p e c if ic a l ly  d irected , su b stan tia lly  unharmed. His version , that 

i s ,  has that very ’balanced p o ise , stab le  through i t s  power of in c lu sio n ’ 

which, as I.A.Richards once noted, renders a work invulnerable to  parody.^ 

The in te r e s ts  of the poem a l l  come together in  the episode of the 

goose :

One Gîoose they had, ( ’twas a l l  they cou’d allow)
A wakeful Cent’ry, and on Duty now.
Whom to  the Gods for  S a cr ifice  they vow:
Her, with malicious Zeal, the Couple view’d;
She ran fo r  L ife , and limping they pursu’d:
Full w e ll the Fowl p erceiv’d th e ir  bad in ten t.
And wou’d not make her Masters Compliment;
But persecuted, to  the Pow’rs she f l i e s .
And c lo se  between the Legs of Jove she l i e s :
He with a gracious Ear the Supplia-nt heard.
And sav’d her l i f e ;  then what he was d eclar’d.
And own’d the God...

(130-141)

There are many fe l ic ito u s  touches here. In h is  f i r s t  two l in e s ,  Dryden 

has blended English rural custom (geese were regularly kept as ’watchdogs’ ) 

with a hint from Crispinus’ commentary reminding us that i t  was the geese

1. I.A .Richards, Princip les of Literary C riticism  (1924; rpt. London, 
1976), pp. 194-5.
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on the Capitol that saved Rome from the Gauls ; ̂  but though th is  goose 

too  i s

A wakeful Cent’ry, and on Duty now,

they determine in  th e ir  ’m alicious Zeal’ to  s a c r if ic e  her on the spot.

Here, I would suggest, i s  one of the moments where Dryden has distanced

us from the old couple, partly  by le t t in g  us see the action , in  the phrase

’m alicious Zeal’ and, in  the lin e s

Full w ell the Fowl perceiv’d th e ir  bad in ten t.
And wou’d not make her Masters Compliment;

momentarily from the goose’ s point of view. But as w ell as being a

farmyard goose, independent-minded and unencumbered by any human notions

of reverence or decorum, she a lso  performs the most in tim ately  human of

a ll  gestures, that of submissive suppliance before a god. Dryden has

shown her at one and the same moment as a canny farmyard animal and a

symbol of pious and vulnerable humanity.

In t h is  passage occurs what i s  pezkaps the most inspired of all.

Dryden’s borrowings from h is  predecessors, for  in  Ovid’s poem the goose

had merely f le d  ’ad ipsos Deo s ’ . I t  was again in  La Fontaine’s version

that Dryden found the lin e s

La v o la t i l le  échappe à sa tremblante main;
Entre le s  pieds des dieux e l l e  cherche un a s ile .

From t h is ,  Dryden took h is  own

And close  between the Legs of Jove she l i e s :

1. Crispinus, H , 305, fn .r .
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Dryden now e f fe c ts  the extraordinary change to  Jup iter’ s sentence

of death on the neighbourhood, by making h is Jupiter sound lik e  a god

whom we should take ser iou sly  :

Speak thy D esire, thou only Just of Men;
And thou, 0 Woman, only worthy found 
To be with such a Man in  Marriage bound.

(164-166)
Here i s  a r e lig io u s  authority in  which many d ifferen t ind ividual fa ith s

can meet, and i t  carries our minds back to  Lelex’s equally sonorous, and

equally comprehensive, statement at the beginning of the poan. :

Heaven’s Pow’r i s  In f in ite  : Earth, Air, and Sea,
The Manufacture Mass, the making Pow’r obey.

(13-14)

(where Dryden’ s verse i s  a ltogether w eightier than Sandys’

Heauens powre, immense and endlesse, non can shun;
Said he; and what the Gods would doe i s  done,

(p. 279) )

In Baucis and Philemon Dryden has certa in ly  given h is  version a 

point and emphasis which i t  hadn’t  got (and perhaps, given the moral 

clim ate of the pagan world, couldn’t  quite have had) in  the o r ig in a l 

Latin. But, as with Cinyras and Myrrha, h is  change of enphasis i s  only 

a s lig h t  one, a projection , as i t  were, of lin e s  already sketched for  him 

by Ovid. In both poems he could, I th ink, ju s t if ia b ly  claim that the 

additions were ’not stuck in to  him, but growing out of him’ In Baucis, 

p a rticu la r ly , the combination of gravity  and humour, tenderness and wry 

distan cin g , and the presence of d e ta ils  which carry with them unobtrusively

1 . K insley, I I I ,  1054.
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a charge of value and sign ifican ce are a l l  there in  the Latin o r ig in a l. 

In ’ fo r t ify in g ’ Ovid with colourings from h is  own culture and r e lig io n ,  

Dryden seems to  have f e l t  that he was only bringing out and making more 

e x p lic it  s ign ifican ces which were embedded, as i t  were, in  the very 

structure and actions of Ovid’s ta le .
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( i i i )  îTicklin/a; you to  laugh♦? ; ^Ceyx and Alcyone>

In Cinyras and Myrrh a and Baucis and Philemon we can see Dryden, in  

the very act o f drawing out what he sees to  be the q u a lit ie s  and i.mpli cations  

of h is  two o r ig in a ls , going some way towards restoring to  Ovid, a3 i t  were, 

some of the ’naturalness» in  >diich, as we have seen, he f e l t  the Roman 

w riter to  be somewhat d e fic ie n t  when se t  beside ’our old English Poet 

Chaucer’ , and imbuing Ovid’ s two s to r ie s  with an element o f involvement 

w ith, and compassion towards, the characters which, while i t  i s  not 

e n tir e ly  h is  invention, goes beyond anything s t r ic t ly  warranted by the  

Latin. But h is  treatment of the story  of Ceyx and Alcyone from the 

Eleventh Book of the Metamorphoses m i^ t seem at f i r s t  s igh t to  o ffer  

evidence of h is  having succumbed fa ta l ly  th is  time to  those very v ices  

of the Ovidian manner which, as we have seen, he had always condemned 

in  h is  c r i t ic a l  prose, the very ’points of w it and a n tith e t ic a l  

p re ttin e sse s ’ in  inappropriate circumstances to  which Scott refers so 

c r i t ic a l ly  in  h is  general account o f Dryden as a tran sla tor .

For in  h is  treatment of th is  ta le  of the unexplained shipwreck of

Ceyx, King of Trachin, and the subsequent bereavement of h is  fa ith fu l

w ife , Alcyone, Dryden seems to  be making no attempt to  play down the

elaborate verbal w it which pervades the Latin o r ig in a l or to  minimise the

elements of fancy and humour with which Ovid has to ld  th is  p b ten tia lly

tra g ic  story . In particu lar, Dryden seems in  th is  ta le  to  be re lish in g

to  the f u l l  Ovid’s w it as i t  i s  manifested in  those very circumstances

in  which he anatomizes and condemns i t  in  h is  own Preface :

The Vulgar Judges, which are Nine Parts in  
Ten o f a l l  Nations, who c a l l  Conceits and 
J in g les Wit, who see Ovid f u l l  o f them, and 
Chaucer altogether without them, w i l l  think
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me l i t t l e  le s s  than mad, for  preferring the 
Englishman to  the Roman : Yet, with th e ir  
leave, I must presume to  say, that the Things 
they admire are only g lit te r in g  T r if le s , and 
so fa r  from being W itty, that in  a serious  
Poem they are nauseous, because they are 
unnatural. Wou’d any Man who i s  ready to  d ie  
for  Love, describe h is  Passion l ik e  Narcissus?
Wou’d he think of inopem me copia f e c i t , and a 
Dozen more of such Expressions, pour’d on the  
Neck of one another, and sign ify in g  a l l  the same 
Thing? I f  th is  were Wit, was th is  a Time to  be 
w itty , when the poor Wretch was in  the Agony of 
Death? This i s  ju st John L ittlew it in  Bartholomew 
Fair, who had a Conceit (as he t e l l s  you) l e f t  him 
iiTTiis Misery; a miserable Conceit. On these  
Occasions the Poet shou’d endeavour to  ra ise  Pity:
But instead of t h is ,  Ovid i s  t ic k lin g  you to  laugh.

(K insley, IV, 1451)

Though the episode of Ceyx and Alcyone was once one of the most 

admired in  the Metamorphoses (providing, fo r  example, the medieval poets 

Chaucer and Gower with the stimulus for  r e te llin g s  of th e ir  own, and 

containing perhaps the most famous of aI I  the Ovidian p erson ifica tion s, 

Somnus), and though i t  s t i l l  has some passionate chanpions in  our own day, 

nuiny modem scholars seem puzzled a t , and unhappy about, the humour of i t s  

lengthy descriptions and the w it and conceits given to  i t s  main characters 

in  moments of extreme tension  or pain.^ Though some c r i t ic s  have tr ied  to  

o ffe r  an account of the episode vrfiich seeks to  reconcile i t s  seemingly

1. For en th usiastic  comments on th e episode, see p articu larly  Brooks O tis 
(Ovid as an Epic Poet, pp. 231-261, 421-3) and G.K.Galinsky. Galinsky, 
however, suggests (Ovid’ s Metamorphoses, pp. 1A5-7) that the main pleasure 
to  be had from the storm scene i s  that o f conoisseuring a bravura piece  
of l ite r a r y  parody, though he a lso  comments very appreciatively  (p. 146) 
on Ovid’s d is t in c tiv e  blend of lig h tn ess  and seriousness in  h is
handling of Ceyx and Alcyone’s lo v e , ca llin g  i t  (p. 159) ’a humour which
does not mean to  wound or hurt but keeps ju st the right equilibrium
between detached amusement and sympathy’ .
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in co m p atib le  e lem en ts , th e  ’Budé’ e d i to r ,  Georges L afaye, f o r  example,

accuses Ovid o f ’mauvais g o u t’ in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f Ceyx’ s drow ning, and

in  A lcyone’s lam ent f o r  h e r  dead husband, and th e  most re c e n t E n g lish

e d i to r  o f Book E leven , G.MMurphy, rem arks to  s im ila r  e f f e c t  a t  v a rio u s

p o in ts  in  h is  commentary on th e  ep isode  :

. .  .Ovid un d ercu ts  th e  p a thos o f h is  own n a r r a t iv e  
by p u rsu in g  fancy  t o  th e  b rin k  o f th e  p re p o s te r o u s . . .  
th e  s e t t in g  (sea  w inds, e t c . )  i s  c o n tin u a lly  allow ed 
to  d i s t r a c t  from th e  tra g e d y  i t s e l f . . .  Ovid’ s v is u a l  
re a lism  le ad s  him to  punc tu re  a  g e n e ra l e f f e c t  of 
d ig n if ie d  p a th o s . . .  [he] m e rc i le s s ly  fo llo w s h is  hero  
in to  th e  waves to  reco rd  h i s  d e sp e ra te  g u lp s  o f sea  
w a te r . . .  [in  11 .700-701J i s  th e  most extrem e 
example o f a ty p e  o f w ord-p lay  to  which Ovid was 
a d d ic te d . 1

The conç)lain t i s  th e  b y -n o w -fam ilia r one th a t  Ovid’ s  w it seems to  have 

th e  e f f e c t  o f p re v e n tin g  th e  re a d e r  from e x e rc is in g  any o f what we would 

reg a rd  as th e  norm al compassion and f r e e  flow  of sympathy f o r  a  fe llo w  

human be ing  in  e x tre m is . And from th e  d is c u s s io n  in  th e  l a s t  c h ap te r  i t  

emerged t h a t ,  in d eed , some of Dryden’ s v e rs io n s  of ep isodes in  th e  

Met amorphoses do l i t t l e  to  d is p e l  th e  doubts which so many modem 

commentators ( l ik e  Dryden h im se lf , in  h is  c r io i c a l  p ro se ) e n te r ta in  

about t h i s  a sp e c t o f h is  a r t .  Though he does n o t m ention Ovid s p e c i f i c a l ly .  

P ro fe s so r  W.W.Robson has s u c c in c tly  fo rm u la ted  th e  g e n e ra l a r t i s t i c  problem  

w ith  which we a re  here  faced  in  th e  fo llo w in g  term s :

1. G .Lafaye, e d . ,  Ovide ; Les Metamorphoses (3 v o l s . ,  P a r is ,  1928-1930), 
I I I ,  21, 25; G.M.Murphy, e d . ,  Ovid : M etamorphoses, Book XI (O xford, 
1972), pp. 71-2. See a lso  E .J .B em b eck , c i te d  by J .-M .F re c a u t,
1"e s p r i t  e t  L’humour, pp. 257-259.
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. . .  a w riter may take up (or b elieve  that he i s  
taking up) a consistent a ttitu d e of moral detachment 
from the characters, mores, and conduct he i s  dep icting.
But once again lite r a r y  considerations, considerations 
of art, make i t  d if f ic u lt  to  suppose that a work 
conç)osed in  th is  s p ir it  could be of any in te r e s t . I t  
would require some pretence on the w riter’ s part of 
being ’above’ or ’below’ the human le v e l ,  which 
(again appealing to  the r e a l is t ic  canon he has 
accepted) must in ev itab ly  f a l s i f y  h is  rendering; we 
cannot see human l i f e  from the point o f view of a 
f ly ,  or of the d e it ie s  of Lucretius, Of course, no 
su ccessfu l or in terestin g  work has ever been r e a lly  
composed in  th is  s p ir it ;  i f  Flaubert thought he had
done so , he was mistaken. 1

A further d i f f ic u lty  that might seem to  face the reader of Ceyx and 

Alcyone i s  that Dryden appears, pei4iaps more than in  any other of h is  

Ovidian tra n sla tio n s , to  be try ing to  convey the f u l l  quiddity and 

uniqueness of h is  o r ig in a l, since (though h is  version i s  by no means a 

reversion to  the kind of lite r a lism  he had condemned in  1680) here are 

none of the s ig n if ic a n t expansions or attempts to  ’f o r t i f y ’ Ovid which we 

have witnessed in  the versions already discussed in  th is  chapter. For 

b etter  or fo r  worse, Dryden seems to  have f e l t ,  when rendering th is  story, 

that there was something uniquely valuable in  Ovid’s manner of re la tin g  

t h is  episode which he wanted to  preserve in  h is  version and give ’the  

same Turn of Verse, which [ I t ]  had in  the O riginal’ .

However, vAiereas, in  the case of The Twelfth Book and Meleager and

A talanta, the nature and q uality  of Dryden’ s renderings was such that i t  

could do l i t t l e  to  ameliorate the various kinds of reservations which

1. W.W.Robson, ’ Purely Literary Values’ , C r itica l Essays, (London, 1966),
p .8.
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commentators have f e l t  independently about h is  Ovidian o r ig in a ls , h is  

tra n sla tio n  of Ceyx and Alcyone has a v i t a l i t y  and (for  a l l  i t s  unusual 

featu res) a coherence which might a c tu a lly , I  th ink, a ler t us, in  th is  

in stan ce, to  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  in  Ovid’s handling of h is  episode which some 

scholars have overlooked or undervalued.

One fa ct which might lead us to  p ers is t  with Dry3en’s poem, and not 

immediately w rite i t  down as ’experimental’ i s  the consisten t wealth, 

p recisio n , and den sity  of i t s  lo c a l verbal nuance and the sustained and 

assured q uality  of i t s  verse. We must now examine Dryden’s version in  

an attenqpt to  discover i f  i t  indeed has q u a litie s  T»diich might encourage 

us to  see i t  as b eau tifu l and appealing rather than merely blank, ca llou s, 

or ta s te le s s .

One th in g , at any ra te , seems certain  -  that Dryden wished to  follow  

Ovid’s lead in  having the f in a l metamorphosis of the g u i l t le s s  Ceyx and 

Alcyone come as a couplete shock a fter  the workings of the z e s tfu lly  malign, 

s lo th fu lly  uninterested, or tiresom ely ir r ita te d  d e itie s  whose actions we 

have observed in  d e ta il  during the mam body of the story .^  For throughout 

most of the t a le ,  the gods appear e ith er  as ixrpotent, or as in d ifferen t to  (or 

frankly h o s t ile  towards) the human characters. Aeolus, for  example, as 

Alcyone t e l l s  Ceyx near the beginning, i s  quite d ifferen t in  th is  poem 

from the imperious d e ity  who had calmed the storm in  the f i r s t  book of 

V ir g il’s Aeneid ;

1. Brooks O tis (Ovid as an Epic Poet, p .232) points out, in te r e st in g ly , 
that Ovid had apparently changed the s to ry , when reworking the 
m aterials that were probably h is  sources, from one of d ivine  
vengeance for impiety, in  which the f in a l  metamorphosis was seen as a 
simple punishment, and in  which the storm was a d irect resu lt of Ceyx’s 
misdeeds. Ovid, as Otis points out, makes Alcyone properly pious and 
presents the metamorphosis as a blessed r e l ie f  from th e ir  predicament 
and an affirm ation of the power of th e ir  love.
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Nor le t  fa ls e  Hopes to  tru st betray thy Mind,
Because my Sire in  Caves constrains the Wind,
Can with a Breath th e ir  clam’rous Rage appease.
They fear h is W histle, and forsake the Seas;
Not so , for once indulg’d, they sweep the Main;
Deaf to  the Call, or hearing hear in  vain;
But bent on M ischief bear the Waves before.
And not content with Seas in su lt  the shear.
When Ocean, Air, and Earth, at once ingage 
And rooted Forrests f ly  before th e ir  Rage:
At once the clashing Clouds to  B attle move.
And Lightnings run across the F ields above:
I know them w ell, and mark’d th e ir  rude Comport,
While yet a Child, w ithin my Father’s Court:
In times of Tempest they command alone.
And he but s i t s  precarious on the Throne:

(29-44)

This passage, from Alcyone’s f ir s t  speech at the beginning of the

poem, in  which she i s  trying to  dissuade her husband from h is  f a ta l  voyage,

contains severa l of the features vdiich are so ch aracter istic  of Dryden’s

handling of th is  episode. For he has an p lified  the care with which Ovid

had imagined the vigorous malgnity of the liberated  winds, and the almost

comic inpotence of th e ir  supposed commander Aeolus, which i s  captured

p articu lar ly  in  lin e s  which are su b sta n tia lly  Dryden’s own -

They fear h is  W histle, and forsake the Seas;^

(where the d ic tio n  allows in  a touch of humour) and

In times of Tempest they command alone.
And he but s i t s  precarious on the Throne:

(where the joke turns on a matter of obviously serious concern to  Dryden

and h is  fe llo w  seventeenth-century Englishmen).

1. Sandys i s  here more straightforwardly solemn :
Nor le t  fa ls e  hopes thy confidencie p lease;
In that my fath er, great Hippotades,
The strugling  windes in  rockie cauernes keepes 
And at h is  pleasure calmes the raging Deepes.
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The passage  a ls o  co n ta in s  s e v e ra l  touches o f t h a t  v is u a l  and

p sy ch o lo g ica l p re c is io n  which a re  n o tic e a b le  th roughou t th e  L a tin  and which

a re  so c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of Dryden’s h an d lin g . Where Ovid had w r i t t e n

Cum sem el em issi te n u e ru n t aequora v e n t i ;
N il  i l l i s  v e titu m  e s t ; . . .

(433-434)

Dryden had im agined th e  l i t t l e  scene even more v iv id ly ,  s t r e s s in g  th e

w inds’ heady z e s t  :

. . .o n c e  in d u lg ’d , th e y  sweep th e  Main;
Deaf to  th e  C a ll ,  o r h ea rin g  h e a r  in  v a in ;

(33-34)

And th e  E n g lish  poe t has added a sm all s tro k e  o f animism to  f u r th e r

enhance our sense  o f th e  w inds’ power to  make th e  m ighty quake, in

ren d e rin g  Ovid’ s

. . .incommendataque t e l l u s
Omnis, & omne freturn . . . .  (434-435)

th u s  :

And n o t co n ten t w ith  Seas in s u l t  th e  Shoar,
When Ocean, A ir , and E a r th , a t  once ingage 
And ro o te d  F o r re s ts  f l y  b e fo re  t h e i r  Rage:

(36-38)

What I  have c a lle d  th e  ’p sy ch o lo g ica l p re c is io n ’ i s  re v e a le d  in  a

s tro k e  w hich, a t  th e  same tim e , d is p la y s ,y e t  again ,D ryden’ s gen iu s  as  a

borrow er from  h is  p re d e c e sso rs . For in  re n d e rin g  Ovid’ s co u p le t

Quo magis hos n o v i, (nam n o v i, & saepe p a te  m a  
Parva domo v i d i ) . . .

(437-438)

Dryden has e f fe c te d  th e  sm a lle s t change in  Sandys’ ren d e rin g

These knew I ,  and o f t  saw t h e i r  rude  comport ;
W hile y e t  a  G ir le ,  w ith in  my f a th e r s  Ccu.it.
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to convert the remark (he perhaps had grounds for  th is  in  Ovid’s in s is te n t

rep etitio n  of the word ’novi’ and h is  p osition ing of ’ Parva’ prominently

at the beginning of the lin e )  in to  a touching g ir lish  memory of Alcyone’s ;

I know them w e ll, and mark’d th e ir  rude Comport,
While yet a Child, w ithin my Father’s Court:

(41-42, ny i t a l i c s )

This kind o f d e lica te  psychological understanding i s  in  evidence

at countless points in the version. One example occurs in  the description

of the way in  which Ceyx f in a l ly  persuades Alcyone to  le t  him go on his

voyage. Dryden takes the hint from Ovid’s use of the le g a l word ’causa’

in  h is 11. 449-450 -

Nec tamen idcirco  caussam probat. addidit i l l i s  
Hoc quoque lenimen, quo so lo  f le x i t  amantem:

to  ind icate in  h is  version that Ceyx i s ,  perhaps, not fu l ly  convinced

him self by the arguments which he i s  using to  persuade Alcyone :

Nor these a v a il’d; at length he l ig h ts  on one.
With which, so d i f f ic u lt  a Cause he won:

(60- 61)

That th is  was a kind of precise atten tiven ess which he found anç»ly in  h is  

Ovidian o r ig in a l can be seen in  the description  of Alcyone watching Ceyx’s 

ship depart, where Dryden follow s the Latin very c lo se ly  :

. . . s u s tu lit  i l i a
Hument es oculos ; stantemque in puppe recurva,
Concussaque manu dantem s ib i  signa maritum 
Prima v id et: redditque notas, ubi terra  r e c e ss it  
Longius, atque o cu li nequeunt cognoscere cu ltu s;
Dum l i c e t ,  insequitur fugientem lumine pinum.
Haec quoque ut haud poterat spatio  submota v id eri;
Vela tamen spectat suramo f l u i t antia  malo.
Ut nec ve la  v id e t; . . .

(463-471)

The Queen recover’d rears her humid FJyes,
And f i r s t  her Husband on the Poop esp ies
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Shaking h is  Hand at d istance on the Main;
She took the Sign; and shook her Hand again.
S t i l l  as the Ground recedes, contracts her View
With sharpen’d S ight, t i l l  she no longer knew 
The much-lov’d Face; that Comfort lo s t  supplies  
With le s s ,  and with the Galley feeds her F^res;
The Galley bom from view by r is in g  Gales 
She fo llo w ’d with her Sight the f ly in g  S a ils;
When ev’n the f ly in g  S a ils  were seen no more 
Forsaken of a l l  S ight, she l e f t  the Shoar.

(75-86)

The cumulative e ffe c t  of these examples (and there are many other 

such in  th is  opening section  of the ta le )  i s  to  encourage an a ttitu d e  in  

the reader towards the events being portrayed which i s  simultaneously 

minutely a tten tive  and open to  «11 p o s s ib i l i t i e s . We are certa in ly  aware

of the deep love which binds the couple together. Dryden gives h is

Alcyone the M iltonic phrase ’the Sweets of L ife ’ (20) to  describe the 

l i f e  together that Ceyx w i l l  be forsaking, and, on Ceyx’s departure, 

he has d e lic a te ly  pointed up the momentary s im ila r ity  of Alcyone’s 

p ligh t to  that of V ir g il’s deserted Dido, by rendering Ovid’s l in e s

. . .  vacuum p e tit  anxia lectum:
Seque toro ponit. rénovât l e ctusque locusque 
Halcyonae lacrymas : & quae pars admonet ab sit.^

thus

(471-473)

Then on her Bridal-Bed her Body throws.
And sought in  sleep  her weauy’d Eyes to  c lose;  
Her Husband’s Pillow , and the Widow’d part 
Which once he p ress’d, renew’d the former Smart.

(87-90)

1. For the ’Sweets of L ife ’ , see p articu lar ly  P.L. VIII, 185, where the 
phrase i s  used by Adam to  characterise the particu lar wonder of God’s 
having granted him the love of Eve. Dryden seems to  have been particu
la r ly  taken with Milton’s phrase, g iving i t  to  Diomedes (Aeneis, X I,417) 
to  express the tender domestic re la tion s which war has deprived him o f .
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( r e c a l l in g  th e  moment in  Book Four o f th e  Aeneid which he had rendered

She l a s t  rem ains, when ev ’ ry  Guest i s  gone.
S i t s  on th e  Bed he p r e s s ’d , and s ig h s  a lo n e ;
A bsent, h e r  absen t Heroe sees  and h e a rs ;

(117-119) )

And n e a r th e  end o f th e  poem he has ag a in  s t r e s s e d  th e  poignancy of

t h e i r  p a r t in g ,  ren d e rin g  Ovid’s

Dumque, M oratus i b i ;  dumque, Hie r e t in a c u la  s o l v i t .
Hoc m ihi d isced en s d e d it  o scu la  l i t t o r e ,  d i c i t ,

(712-713)

as

’Twas h e re  he l e f t  me, l in g r in g  here  d e la y ’d .
H is p a r t in g  K iss; and th e re  h is  Anchors w eigh’d .

(442-443, my i t a l i c s )

Yet w hile  we r e g i s t e r  each o f th e se  p o in ts  as we re a d , we a re  not 

in v i te d  to  d w ell a t  le n g th  on A lcyone’ s g r ie f  o r on th e  poignancy o f th e ii-  

p a r t in g .  We ta k e  in  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  of Alcyone’ s words and a c tio n s  y e t 

n ev e r q u i te  p u t o u rse lv e s  in  h e r  p o s i t io n .  Then th e  s to iy  draws us 

im m ediately  away to  see  th e  a c tio n  of th o se  winds and waves whose ’rude 

Comport’ , as we have been to ld .  Alcyon has w itn essed  as a  g i r l .

Ovid’s d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  th e  sto rm  a t  sea  and Ceyx’ s drowning, as we 

we have see n , a re  passages which have sh a rp ly  d iv id ed  modem com m entators, 

some c r i t i c s  co n s id e rin g  them o tio s e  and w it ty  t o  a f a u l t ,  o th e rs  adm iring 

th e  ways in  which Ovid has reworked and r e o r ie n ta te d  Homeric and V irg i l ia n  

so u rc e -m a te r ia l  in  a  d i s t i n c t iv e  p o r t r a y a l  o f th e  almost-human e la t io n  

in  th e  w aves’ d e s tru c t iv e n e s s  (a  m o tiv e le ss  m a lig n ity  engaged in  w ith  g u sto ) 

and th e  u t t e r  in p o ten ce  o f th e  s a i l o r s  to  r e s i s t  o r  su rv iv e  when faced  w ith  

such fo rc e s  o f N a tu re .^  Dryden’ s v e rs io n , ag a in , shows him t o  be f r a ik ly

1. See W ilk inson , Ovid R e c a lle d , p . 204, G alinsky , Ovid’s M etamorphoses, 
p p .145-7, and O tis ,  Ovid as  an Epic P o e t, p p .239-245-
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r e l i s h in g  th o se  moments in  Ovid’ s t a l e  which some modern re a d e rs  have found 

h a rd e s t  to  en joy . In  h is  d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  waves mounting t h e i r  f i n a l  

a t ta c k  on th e  sh ip , f o r  example, Dryden has drawn on d e t a i l s  from  storm  and 

b a t t l e  scenes in  h is  own A eneis to  h ig h l ig h t  th e  s im i la r i ty  between th e  

waves and s o ld ie r s  b e sieg in g  a  c i ty ,  and has s t r e s s e d ,  even more th a n  i t  

i s  s t r e s s e d  in  th e  L a tin , a  sense  o f th e  w aves’ vying w ith  each o th e r  to  

swamp th e  s h ip .^  The e f f e c t  o f such a tre a tm en t i s  th a t  we a re  p u t in to  

an un u su a l frame of mind whereby, in  re c o g n is in g  th e  w aves’ a ll-too -hum an  

m o tiv a tio n , along w ith  th e  uncanny s im i la r i ty  between t h e i r  behav iou r and 

th e  movements of a c tu a l  waves (heterogeneous id e a s  be ing  h e re  yoked 

to g e th e r  e f f o r t l e s s ly )  we can a c tu a l ly  en joy  th e  p o r tr a y a l  o f a  sequence 

o f  ev en ts  which would norm ally  be to o  h o r r i f i c  o r overwhelming even to  

c o n ten p la te  :

X Now a l l  th e  Waves, t h e i r  s c a t t e r ’d I o rce u n i te .
And as a  S o ld ie r ,  forem ost in  th e  F ig h t 
Makes way f o r  o th e rs  : And an Host alone 
S t i l l  p re s se s  on, and u rg in g  g a in s  th e  Town;
So w h ile  t h ’ invad ing  Billow., come a - b r e s t .
The Hero te n th  advanc’d b e fo re  th e  r e s t .
Sweeps a l l  b e fo re  him w ith  inpe tuous Sway,
And from th e  W alls descends upon th e  Prey;
P a rt fo llow ing  e n te r ,  p a r t  rem ain w ith o u t.
With Envy h e a r t h e i r  Fellow s conqu’r in g  Shout:
And mount on o th e rs  Backs, in  hope to  sh are  
The C ity , th u s  become th e  S ea t o f War.

(161- 172)

( f o r

Dat quoque jam s a l tu s  i n t r a  cava t e x t a  c a r in ae  
F lu c tu s  : &, u t  m iles  numéro p r a e s ta n t io r  omni.
Cum saepe a s s i l u i t  d e fensae  moenibus u r b is ,
Spe p o t i t u r  tandem; lau d isq u e  accensus amore 
I n t e r  m ille  v i r o s ,  murum tamen occupât unus.
S ic  u b i p u lsa ru n t ac re s  l a t e r a  a rd u a  f lu c tu s ;
V astiu s  in su rg en s decimae r u i t  im petus undae:
Nec p r iu s  a b s i s t i t  fessam  oppugnare carinam ,
Quam v e lu t in  cap tae  descendat moenia n a v is .
P ars i g i t u r  t e n t  abat adhuc in v ad ere  pinum;
Pars m aris in tu s  e r a t .  t r e p id a n t  haud s e g ilu s  omnes;
Quam s o le t  u rb s , a l i i s  murum fo d ie n tib u s  e x tr a ,

1. Compare, p articu lar ly , Aeneis, 1,86; I I ,  408, 679; X, 577, 1157-8.
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Atque a l i i s  nninun, t r e p id a r e ,  te n e n tib u s  in tu s .

(524-536)

But i t  i s  in  h is  tre a tm e n t o f th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f Ceyx’ s d ea th  t h a t

a  re a d e r  m ight f e e l  most in c lin e d  to  quote back a t  Dryden th e  words

from  h is  own P re fac e ,

I f  t h i s  were W it, was t h i s  a  Time to  be w i t ty ,  
when th e  poor W retch was in  th e  Agony o f Death?
...O n  th e se  O ccasions th e  Poet shou’d endeavour 
to  r a is e  P ity  : But in s te a d  of t h i s ,  Ovid i s  
t i c k l in g  you to  laugh .

’T ic k lin g  you to  lau g h ’ seems an ap t d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  e f f e c t  o f  c e r ta in

of th e  ’t u r n s ’ which Dryden adds in  such d e l ib e r a te ly  o v e r - e x p l ic i t

d e s c r ip t io n s  o f Ceyx’ s th o u g h ts  when th e  sh ip  i s  going down as t h i s  :

His W ife he w ish es , and wou’d s t i l l  be n e a r .
Not h e r  w ith  him, b u t w ishes him w ith  h e r :

(190-191)

In  th e  P re fa c e , we remember, Dryden had remarked th a t  ’th e  Turn o f Words, 

in  which Ovid p a r t i c u la r ly  ex ce ls  a l l  P o e t s . . .a r e  sometimes a  F a u lt ,  and 

sometimes a  B eauty, as th e y  a re  u s ’d p ro p e rly  o r  im properly ; but in  

s tro n g  P assio n s  always to  be shunn’d , because P assions a re  s e r io u s ,  and 

w i l l  admit no P lay in g ’ . Could i t  be t h a t  Dryden, in  h i s  c lo se  im ita t io n  

o f Ovid’ s ’t u r n s ’ in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  of Ceyx’ s drow ning, and in  h is  

a d o p tio n , a t  c e r ta in  moments, o f d ic t io n  a t  which we a re  s u re ly  in tended  

to  be sc a rc e  ab le  to  check our r i s i b i l i t y ,  had seen  t h i s  passage  as one 

in  which Ovid had q u ite  co n sc io u s ly  s te e re d  away from  fo c u ss in g  th e  re a d e r 

on ’s tro n g  P a ss io n s ’ , and had q u ite  d e l ib e r a te ly  p rev en ted  our fe e l in g s  

from  going out s tra ig h tfo rw a rd ly  t o  Ceyx in  h is  d i s t r e s s ,  so t h a t  we can 

d e r iv e  a  sh a rp e r  sense o f th e  in c o n g ru ity  and in d ig n i ty  o f th e  K ing’ s th o u g h ts  

(w hich, a g a in , we n o te , a re  v e ry  p r e c is e ly  observed) in  such c ircum stances
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as th e  p re se n t?  And y e t ,  p a ra d o x ic a lly , th e  t o t a l  e f f e c t  o f th e  passage 

( a t  l e a s t ,  as i t  i s  rev ea led  to  us by Dryden) i s  not m erely  to  b e l i t t l e  

o r  r id i c u le  Ceyx’s love for Alcyone, o r  to  encourage us to  view him as 

m erely  absurd o r lu d ic ro u s . The v ^ ry  openness which th e  p o e try  has to  

so many seem ingly incom patib le  p e rs p e c tiv e s  on Wiat i s  happening c r e a te s ,

in  a cu rio u s  way, i t s  own d i s t i n c t iv e  k ind  o f sympathy f o r  Ceyx :

Ev’n he who l a t e  a S cep tre  d id  command 
Now g rasp s  a  f lo a t in g  Fragment in  h is  Hand,
And w hile  he s tru g g le s  on th e  storm y Main,
Invokes h is  F a th e r , and h is  W ife’ s ,  in  v a in ;
But y e t h is  Consort i s  h i s  g r e a te s t  C are;
Alcyone he names am idst h i s  P ray’ r ,
Names as a  Charm a g a in s t th e  Waves, and Wind;
Most in  h is  Mouth, and ev e r in  h i s  Mind:
T i r ’d w ith  h is  T oy l, a l l  hopes o f S a fe ty  p a s t .
From P ray’r s  to  Wishes he descends a t  l a s t :
That h is  dead Body w afted  to  th e  Sands,
Might have i t s  B u ria l from h e r  F r ien d ly  Hands.
As o f t  as he can catch  a  gu lp  o f A ir ,
And peep above th e  S eas, he names th e  F a ir ,
And ev ’n imhen p lu n g ’d b en ea th , on h e r  he ra v e s ,
Murm’ r in g  Alcyone below th e  Waves :
At l a s t  a  f a l l i n g  B illow  s to p s  h is  B reath ,
Breaks o ’e r  h is  Head, and whelms him un d ern ea th .
B righ t L u c ife r  u n lik e  h im se lf  appears
That N igh t, h is  heav ’n ly  Form o b scu r’d w ith  T ea rs ,
And s in ce  he was fo rb id  to  le av e  th e  S k ie s ,
He m uffled w ith  a  Cloud h is  m ournful F^jres.

(210-231)

A s h a rp e r  sense  of th e  s u b tle  and unique blend o f to n es  and a t t i tu d e s  in  

t h i s  p assag e , and a co n firm atio n  th a t  i t  i s  no t m erely an incongruous 

m ix tu re  o f th e  s e r io u s  and th e  absurd  but something th a t  we might c a l l  

a d i s t i n c t i v e l y  new compound, can be gained by comparing i t  w ith  a  ren d erin g  

o f th e  same paragraph  in  Ovid by a younger contem porary o f Dryden’ s .  For 

C harles Hopkins (on whose v e rs io n , in c id e n ta l ly ,  Dryden drew e x te n s iv e ly  

when composing h is  own) had here  reshaped th e  o r ig in a l ,  t r y in g  fo r a 

n o te  o f more s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  p a th o s , but w ith  th e  r e s u l t  t h a t  some of
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Ovid’ s w i t ty  s tro k e s  (which he f e e ls  o b lig ed  to  p re se rv e )  seem s tra n g e ly

out o f p la c e .^  The two e lem en ts , p a th o s  and w i t ,  rem ain s e p a ra te ,  and

th e  passage  consequently  m is f ir e s  :

Ev’n Ceyx, o f th e  l ik e  sup p o rt p o s se s t .
Swims, u n d is tin g u is h ’d now, among th e  r e s t .
To h is  W ife’ s F a th e r , and h is  own, p re fe rs  
H is a rd en t Vows f o r  h e lp , which n e i th e r  h e a r s ;
To b o th , re p e a ts  h is  s t i l l  n e g lec te d  P ray e r,
C a lls  o f t  on b o th , bu t o f tn e r  c a l l s  on h e r .
The more h is  danger grew, th e  more i t  brought 
Her d ear remembrance to  h is  r e s t l e s s  th o u g h t.
Whose dying w ish , was, t h a t  th e  f r ie n d ly  Stream  
Wou’d r o l l  him to  th o se  C o asts , whence l a t e  he came.
To h e r  d e a r hands, to  be I n te r n ’d by them .
S t i l l ,  as th e  Seas a  b re a th in g  space a f fo rd ,
Halcyone re h e a r s ’d , forms every  word.
H alf o f h e r  name, h is  l i p s ,  now s in k in g , sound.
When th e  rem aining h a l f  in  him was drown’d .
An huge b lack  Arch of w a te rs , which had hung 
High, in  th e  gloomy A ir , and t h r e a t ’ned lo n g .
B ursting  asunder, h u r ls  th e  d re a d fu l heap 
A ll  on h is  head, and d r iv e s  him down th e  Deep.
His F a ther L u c if e r , t h a t  d ism al N igh t,
Sought to  r e t i r e ,  t o  shun th e  T rag ick  s ig h t .
But, s in ce  he cou’d n o t leav e  h is  d e s t i n ’d Sphere ,
Drew round th e  b la c k e s t Clouds to  v e i l  him th e r e .

The unique blend of th e  comic and th e  s e r io u s  id iich  can be found 

a t  so many p o in ts  in  t h i s  poem i s  nowhere more ev id en t th a n  in  th e  Cave 

o f S leep  ep iso d e , and h e re , a g a in , com parisons, t h i s  tim e  w ith  o th e r  poems 

in s p ire d  by th e  O vidian o r ig in a l  o r  by Dryden’ s v e rs io n , o r  remembered by 

Dryden in  th e  a c t o f com position , can a s s i s t  us in  re c o g n is in g  i t s  

p e c u l ia r  q u a l i t i e s  and appea l.

I  ta k e  i t  th a t  G.M.Murphy speaks f o r  most re a d e rs  of Ovid’s poem 

when he p ra is e s  th e  ep isode f o r  i t s  ’hushed and t r a n c e - l i k e ’ q u a l i ty  ( in

1 . Hopkins’ version appeared on pp .55-90 of h is  E pistolary Poems; On 
Several Occasions (London, 1694). He marks certain  section s of the 
poem o ff  with th e ir  own t i t l e  -  ’Description of a Storm, and Shipwreck’ , 
’D escription of the God of S leep , and h is  Palace’ -  perhaps indicating  
that he saw Ovid’s episode rather as a ser ies  of almost self-contained  
tours de force.
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which, as he points out, the very sound of Ovid’s verse plays a cru c ia lly  

important part) and remarks that ’Somnus. - .incorporates the very essence 

of sleep in ess in  l iv e  d e ta i l ’ . The episode, that i s ,  appeals to  us 

partly  because i t  embodies and presents a s ta te  of mind fo r  which a l l  

human beings, at le a s t  with part of them selves, yearn -  complete relaxation , 

and an in d ifferen ce to  «11 that makes daily l i f e  so onerous and tiresom e. 

This perhaps partly  accounts for  v ir tu a lly  every reader’s enjoyment of and 

w illin gn ess to  sm ile at Somnus’ ir r ita t io n  at being disturbed by I r is  (even 

though we know that h is  conduct i s ,  looked at from another point of view, 

irresp onsib le  and d estru ctiv e). I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t, I  think, that Dryden 

can draw on another, in ten se ly  seriou s, expression of longing fo r  sleep  

vdien tra n sla tin g  I r i s ’ address to  Somnus :

. . . 0  sacred Rest,
Sweet p leasing Sleep, of all, the Pow’rs the best I 
0 Peace of Mind, repairer of Decay,
Whose Balm renews the Limbs to  Labours of the Day,
Care shuns thy so ft  approach, and su llen  f l i e s  away!

(308-312)

Small d e ta ils  in  Dryden’ s wording in d icate that he i s  reca llin g  Macbeth’s 

desperate yearnings for the restora tive  and healing properties of sleep  : 

...in n o cen t Sleepe,
Sleepe that kn its up the ravel’d Sleeue of Care,
The death of each dayes l i f e ,  sore labors Bath,
Balme of hurt Mindes. . .

( I I . i i )

But the comic elements in  Ovid’s episode were a lso , of course, an 

important source in  Dryden’s own life t im e  for mock-heroic poetry, providing

1. G.M.Murphy, e d . , Ovid’s Metamorphoses ; Book XI, pp. 73-74.
2. c f . Sandys’ marginal note (p. 382) :  what more in v ite th  sleep  then

an obliu ion  of cares?
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the ch ief in sp ira tion  fo r  Soileau’s portrayal o f La M ollesse in  Le Lutrin, 

and thence on Dryden’s own depiction of the kingdom of Shadwell in  

MacFlecknoe and on the portrayal of S loth in  S ir  Samuel Garth’s The 

Dispensary. And, as I  have elsewhere demonstrated, Dryden was able to  

draw on d e ta ils  in  Garth’s poem vdien making h is  tra n sla tio n , and, in  h is  

turn. Garth subsequently borrowed some p articu lar ly  a ttra ctiv e  touches 

from Dryden’ s version when expanding h is  mock-heroic poem in  i t s  editions."

The d e lic a te  blend of an evocation of the beauties o f , and r e l ie f

afforded by, s leep , and a wry awareness of i t s  comic im plications i s

d iffu sed  throughout the whole episode, but can perhaps best be sampled

in  two passages, f i r s t ,  part of the description  of S leep’ s cavern, where

Dryden’s couplets have that evocative melodiousness which the commentators 

fin d  in  the Latin o r ig in a l. The river becomes a stea lth y  and seductive  

creature, and are the poppies nodding in  reverence to  the god, or because 

they can, them selves, hardly keep awake?

An Arm of Lethe with a gen tle  flow  
Arising upwards from the Rock below.
The Palace moats, and o’er the Pebbles creeps.
And with so ft  Murmers c a lls  the coming Sleeps:
Around i t s  Entry nodding Poppies grow.
And a l l  cool Simples that sweet Rest bestow;
Night from the Plants th e ir  sleepy Virtue drains.
And passing sheds i t  on the s ile n t  Plans :
No Door there was th ’unguarded House to  keep.
On creaking Hinges turn’d, to  break h is  Sleep.

(282-291)

And in  h is  rendering of I r i s ’ appearance to  the God of Sleep, Dryden seems 

to  have found Ovid’s w itty  and p layfu l handling congenial in  every t in y

1. See my ’Dryden’s Cave of Sleep and Garth’s Dispensary’ , Notes and 
Queries. 23 (1976), 243-245.
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d e t a i l .  The ’Dreams’ a re  metamorphosed, on th e  v e rb a l l e v e l ,  in to  c u r ta in s

round a f o u r -p o s te r ;  th e  w eight o f th e  god’s head, s t i l l  s le e p y , i s

v iv id ly  f e l t  :

QUO sim ul i n t r a v i t ,  manibusque o b s ta n t ia  v irg o  
Somnia d im o v it; v e s tisq u e  fu lg o re  r e lu x i t  
S ac ra  domus: ta rd aq u e  Deus g r a v i ta te  ja c e n te s  
Vix ocu los t o l l e n s ;  iterum que interum que re la b e n s ,
Summaque p e rç u tie n s  n u ta n t i  p e c to ra  mento,
E x c u ss it tandem s i b i  se  : cub itoque le v â tu s .
Quid v e n ia t  (cognora t enim) s c i t a t u r .

( 616- 622)

The V irg in  e n tr in g  b r ig h t  in d u lg ’d th e  Day 
To th e  brown Gave, and b ru sh ’d th e  Dreams away:
The God d i s tu r b ’d w ith  t h i s  new g la re  o f L igh t 
C ast sudden on h is  Face, u n s e a l’d h is  S ig h t ,
And r a i s ’d h is  ta rd y  Head, wbich sunk agen.
And s in k in g  on h is  Bosom knock’d h is  Chin;
At le n g th  shook o f f  h im se lf ; and a sk ’d th e  Dame,
(And ask in g  yawn’d) f o r  what in te n t  she came?

(300- 307 )

Though many im p o rtan t a reas  o f th e  poem have no t been touched 

upon, enough has perhaps by now been o ffe re d  from th e  poem to  support th e  

g e n e ra l su g g es tio n  t h a t  one o f th e  main a t t r a c t io n s  o f Ceyx and Alcyone 

i s  t h a t  i t  en ab les  th e  re a d e r  to  view human s u f f e r in g ,  and a w orld  which 

seems c a lc u la te d  to  f r u s t r a t e  and confound u s , no t ( in  P ro fe sso r  Robson’s 

te rm s) w ith  th e  in d if fe re n c e  o f a  f l y  o r  a L u c re tia n  god, b u t w ith  th e  

equan im ity  o f a  p h ilo so p h e r who can h o ld  in  h is  mind a t  one and th e  

same tim e th e  jo y s^ th e  sorrow s and th e  a b s u r d i t ie s  o f l i f e  and c o n ten p la te  

them  w ith  som ething approaching a  se ren e  d e l i c t .  The ’d is ta n c in g ’ e f f e c t  

o f th e  w it  could  th u s  be d e sc rib e d  n o t as a  te d io u s  s t y l i s t i c  mannerism 

b u t as a  means t o  ach iev in g  th a t  very  e f f e c t  which Dryden d e sc rib e d  in  

two l i n e s  which he had g iven  to  M yrrha ( th e y  a re  n o t d i r e c t l y  prompted 

by th e  L a tin )  :
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Eyes and th e ir  Objects never must u n ite .
Some Distance i s  requir’d to  help the Sight:

(74-7-5)

As I have suggested at the ou tset, Dryden’ s tra n sla tio n  in d ica tes that

he seems to  have f e l t  the f in a l  metamorphosis of the two lovers as an

unexpected surprise, and a perfect resolution  of the poem’s very d iverse

elem ents. A surprise in  the sense that i t  seems, in  Dryden’s daring

phrase, genuinely ’a present M iracle’ , a wonderful affirm ation that

d esp ite  a l l  the ind ications we have had to the contrary the gods do care

fo r  humanity and the universe i s ,  fo r  a l l  i t s  malign elements, in  the la s t

resort a benign and meaningful place; and a perfect resolution^in that

i t  reaffirm s (but in  an en tir e ly  unexpected way) Alcyone’ s two e a r lie r

prophecies, the f i r s t  from near the beginning :

Then o ’er the bounding Billows sh a ll we f ly .
Secure to  l iv e  together, or to  d ie .

(52-53)

and the second just a fter  the appearance of the phantom-Ceyx to  her in

her dream :

At th is  not yet awake she cry’d, 0 stay ,
One i s  our Fate, and common i s  our way!

(383-384)

In h is  rendering of the c lo se , Drj>'den has been able to  capture, in  

a way that none of h is  r iv a ls  can quite manage, that strange b ittersw eet

note, and that in extricab le 'blend of comedy and pathos, sympathy aî'id
 ̂ 1

detachment which, as we have seen, i s  so ch aracter istic  of th is  poem as 

a vdiole. In order to  bring out the delicacy  as w ell as the daring with

which Dryden renders Ovid’s portrayal of the couple’s transformation, vdiere

they are released from th e ir  pain, while s t i l l  preserving elements of th e ir

1 .  cf. X   ̂ ChoMcer^ j^.lOZ.
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fo rm er s e lv e s  ( in c lu d in g  t h e i r  m a r i ta l  c lo se n e ss )  in  th e  bod ies of sm a ll 

f r a i l  b i r d s ,  under th e  benign p ro te c t io n  o f gods who b e fo re  were unab le  or 

u n w illin g  to  h e lp  them, i t  w i l l  be n e ce ssa ry  t o  quote th e  whole o f  th e  

f i n a l  s e c t io n  of th e  poem, from th e  p o in t where Alcyone re so lv e s  to  drown 

h e r s e l f .  H ere, s u re ly , Dryden’ s v e rse  i s  capab le  o f to u ch in g  t h a t  a re a  

( in  T .S .E l io t ’ s words) ’ o f f e e l in g  which we can on ly  d e te c t ,  so to  speak , 

ou t o f th e  co rn e r o f th e  eye and can nev er com pletely  fo c u s ’ , and o f 

b r in g in g  d e l ic a te ly  in to  conjunction em otions and f e e l in g s  which a re  

no rm ally  k ep t r ig o ro u s ly  s e p a ra te  :

Headlong from hence to  p lunge h e r  s e l f  she s p r in g s .
But shoo ts  along supported  on h e r  Wings,
A B ird new-made about th e  Banks she p l i e s  
Not f a r  from Shore; and sh o r t E x cu rsions t r i e s ;
Nor seeks in  A ir h e r  humble F lig h t  to  r a i s e .
C ontent to  skim th e  S urface  o f th e  Seas:
Her B i l l ,  th o ’ s le n d e r ,  sends a  c reak in g  N oise,
And im ita te s  a  lam en tab le  V oice:
Now l ig h t in g  where th e  b lo o d le ss  Body l i e s .
She w ith  a F unera l Note renews h e r  C r ie s .
At a l l  h e r  s t r e tc h  h e r l i t t l e  Wings she sp read .
And w ith  h e r  f e a th e r ’d Arms embrac’d th e  Dead:
Then f l i c k ’ r in g  to  h is  p a lid  L ip s , she s t ro v e .
To p r in t  a K iss , th e  l a s t  e ssay  o f Love :
W hether th e  v i t a l  Touch re v iv ’d th e  Dead,
Or th a t  th e  moving W aters r a i s ’d h is  Head 
To meet th e  K iss , th e  V ulgar doubt a lo n e ;
For su re  a  p re se n t M iracle  was shown.
The Gods t h e i r  Shapes to  W in te r-B ird s  t r a n s l a t e .
But both obnoxious to  t h e i r  fo m e r  F a te .
T h e ir  co n ju g al A ffe c tio n  s t i l l  i s  t y ’d .
And s t i l l  th e  m ournful Race i s  m u lt ip ly ’d:
They b i l l ,  th e y  t r e a d ;  Alcyone co n p ress’d 
Sev’n Days s i t s  brooding  on h e r  f lo a t in g  N est:
A w in try  Queen : Her S ire  a t  le n g th  i s  k in d .
Calms ev ’ry  Storm, and hushes ev ’ry  Wind;
P repares h is  E npire  f o r  h is  D aughter’ s E ase,
And f o r  h is  h a tch in g  Nephews smooths th e  S eas.

(472-499)

N oth ing , th e n , i t  seems to  me, i s  f u r th e r  from th e  t r u t h  th a n  Mark 

Van B oren’s o b se rv a tio n  th a t  Ceyx and Alcyone i s  ’g ro tesq u e  and l i t e r a l ’
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and t h a t  i t  shows Dryden to  be now ’p la in ly  t i r e d ’ On th e  c o n tra ry , th e re  

a re  few l in e s  in  i t  which do n o t co n ta in  some s t r ik in g  and d e l i c t f u l  v e rb a l 

f e l i c i t y ,  th e  s to ry  i s  to ld  w ith  a  s u s ta in e d  verve and p ace , and th e  v e rs io n  

as a  whole seems to  b e a r  a l l  th e  marks o f th e  work o f a  m aste r a t  th e  

h e ig h t o f h is  pow ers, and w ith  h i s  mind f u l l y  engaged w ith  h is  s u b je c t .  

F u rtherm ore , th e  achieved  m astery  of t h i s  poem allow s u s , I  th in k ,  to  

draw some g e n e ra l co n c lu sio n s  ab o u t, and to  sum up, one o f th e  d i s t i n c t iv e  

k in d s  o f f a s c in a t io n  which th e  p o e try  o f Ovid seems in c re a s in g ly  t o  have 

h e ld  f o r  Dryden, a  f a s c in a t io n  which we have a lre a d y  seen develop ing  in  

some o f th e  e a r l i e r  v e rs io n s , and o f which Ceyx and Alcyone i s  perhaps th e  

f i n e s t  ex p re ss io n .

We perhaps sometimes fo rg e t  how much th e  g re a t a r t- fo rm s  which o f te n  

seem to  us to  re p re se n t th e  most s e r io u s  l i t e r a r y  p re s e n ta t io n s  of th e  human 

c o n d itio n  -  t r a g i c  drama and th e  r e a l i s t i c  novel -  have to  exclude in  o rd e r 

to  ach ieve  t h e i r  w onderfu l e f f e c t s .  In  o rd e r to  e n te r  th e  th o u g h t-p ro ce sse s  

and in n e r  h e l l  o f S hakespeare’ s Macbeth, f o r  example, we have to  shu t our 

e a r s  te n p o r a r i ly  to  th e  h e c to r in g  v o ice  o f L u c re tiu s ’ N ature who t e l l s  us 

t h a t  anyone who i s  deluded in  th e  f i r s t  p lace  by th e  a t t r a c t io n s  o f power 

o r  w o rld ly  fame i s  a  fo o l  not w orth anyone’s concern , and f u l l y  d ese rv in g  

eveiy o n e’s sco rn . In  g re a t  scenes o f g r i e f  ( f o r  example, Priam ’s and 

Hecuba’ s lam ents over H ector an th e  end of th e  I l i a d ) we have to  exclude 

from  ou r th o u g h ts  th e  su g g es tio n s  o f L u c re tiu s  (a g a in ) ,  o r  Chaucer, o r 

B o e th iu s , o r  M ontaigne, t h a t  to  succumb to  g r i e f  a t  a l l  i s  a  mark o f weak- 

m indedness, s in c e  d eath  i s  in e v i ta b le ,  f a t e  ir re v o c a b ly  beyond ou r c o n tro l ,

1 . Mark Van D oren, John Dryden. p . 219.
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and, consequen tly , lam en ta tio n  i s  ab su rd . And in  both  in s ta n c e s  c i te d

we have a lso  to  re s o lu te l ;^  exclude from  our th o u g h ts  th e  comedy vriiich.

we a l l  know, i s  in h e re n t in  th e  most ’ se rio u s*  o f  s i tu a t io n s .

Could i t  be t h a t  one im portan t f a c to r  t h a t  has a t t r a c t e d  re a d e rs  down 

th e  ages to  Ovid i s  th e  v e ry  equanim ity  w ith  which he can observe th e  

extrem es o f human emotion and ex p erien ce , and can manage t o  p re se n t them 

w ith o u t p re s s u r is in g  th e  re a d e r  in to  ta k in g  up any one s e t  o f th e  v a rio u s  

p e r f e c t ly  p o s s ib le  s e t s  o f a l t e r n a t iv e  a t t i tu d e s  th a t  one might ta k e  up 

tow ards such even ts?  Such an equanim ity  (a s  I  have c a lle d  i t )  always runs 

th e  danger of seeming l ik e  mere c a llo u sn e ss  o r  la ck  o f concern , th e  k ind  o f 

a t t i t u d e  t h a t  P ro fe sso r  Robson d e sc rib ed  in  th e  paragraph  quoted above 

w hich, because i t  seeks to  deny, o r  to  by -pass a l to g e th e r^ th e  m oral experience  

o f mankind ( ta k in g  ’m oral’ in  i t s  b ro ad es t sen se ) soon ceases to  ho ld  our 

im a g in a tio n , s t r ik in g  us u l t im a te ly  as b r u ta l  o r  f a c i l e .  And, i f  Dryden’s 

v e rs io n  o f The Tw elfth  Book i s  a  f a i r  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f th e  o r ig in a l ,  Ovid’s 

p o e try  does indeed seem to  be sometimes r a th e r  o f t h i s  k in d .

But th e re  i s ,  s u re ly , a  s ta g e  between th e  ’ c o n s is te n t a t t i t u d e  of 

m oral detachm ent’ ( to  use Robson’s p h rase ) o f The T w elfth  Book and th a t  o f 

th e  n a r r a t iv e  modes to  which we a re  more n a tu r a l ly  accustom ed, one in  vdiich 

th e  au th o r i s  no t ’u n invo lved ’ w ith  h is  c h a ra c te rs  and e v e n ts , b u t invo lved  

in  a  r a th e r  d i f f e r e n t ,  and la r g e r ,  way th a n  u s u a l, a way which might be 

s a t i s f y in g  to  th e  re a d e r  because i t  a llow s us to  ho ld  in  th e  mind 

s im u ltan eo u s ly  a t t i tu d e s  which we norm ally  keep a p a r t and do n o t a llow  t o  

m ing le . I f  Ceyx and Alcyone i s  a  poem o f t h i s  k in d , th e n  th o se  com m entators, 

l i k e  G.M.Murphy, who have seen  Ovid as g r a f t in g  g ra tu i to u s  humour^to what 

i s  b a s ic a l ly  a  t a l e  o f s e r io u s  pa th o s  would be g u i l ty  o f a t te n p t in g  to  

accommodate Ovid’ s d i s t i n c t iv e  mode o f w r i t in g  to  one n e a re r  th o se  to  which
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th e y  were accustom ed, f in d in g  th a t  i t  d id n ’t  q u ite  f i t ,  and th e n  u s in g  

t h e i r  subsequent d iscom fort as a  s t ic k  to  b e a t Ovid w ith .^  The f a n c i f u l  

d e s c r ip t io n s  and v e rb a l w it o f th e  ep iso d e , on th e  account which I  have 

su g g es ted , could be seen n o t as th e  excrescences which th e s e  commentators 

ta k e  them  f o r ,  bu t an e s s e n t i a l  v e h ic le  f o r  c re a t in g  th e  d i s t i n c t iv e ly  

O vidian p e rsp e c tiv e  on th e  w orld .

1 . L .P .W ilk inson , f o r  exanple (Ovid R ec a lle d , p . 204) p u ts  a  g re a t d e a l  o f 
s t r e s s  on th e  r e a d e r ’s deep involvem ent and enpathy  w ith  Alcyone.
T his s u re ly  ta k e s  to o  l i t t l e  account o f th e  p a r t i c u l a r ly  o b tru s iv e  
p resen ce  o f w it ty  ’tu r n s ’ in  h e r  lam ent ( im ita te d  in  11.397-432 o f 
Dryden’ s v e rs io n ) .
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( iv )  The Flux of N ature : ’Of th e  Pythagorean Fhilosophy’

I f  Dryden’s d e c is io n  to  re n d e r The F i r s t  Book o f  Ovid’ s Metamorphoses 

in  1692 had perhaps been m o tiv a ted , a t  l e a s t  in  th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e ,  by th e  

d e s ir e  o f poe t and p u b lis h e r  t o  have th e  p ro je c te d  E n g lish  v e rs io n  o f Ovid’ s 

poem launched by i t s  most d is t in g u is h e d  c o n tr ib u to r ,  h is  r e tu r n ,  i n  th e  

Fab les ^to what some commentators have c a l le d  th e  ’p h ilo s o p h ic a l fram e’ 

o f th e  Metamorphoses (co n ta in ed  in  i t s  f i r s t  and l a s t  books) and h is  

s in g lin g  out o f P y thago ras’ speech in  Book F if te e n  as ’th e  M a s te r-p ie c e ’ 

and ’th e  most le a rn ed  and b e a u t i f u l  P a r t ’ o f th e  poem seems t o  o f f e r  c e r ta in  

p ro o f t h a t  Dryden’ s i n t e r e s t  in  th a t  poem was now more th a n  m erely  an 

i n t e r e s t  in  a s e r ie s  o f in d iv id u a l  t a l e s ,  and th a t  he had been drawn by th e  

s p i r i t  w hich, he judged, inform s th e  whole of th e  M etamorphoses. H is v e rs io n  

w as, as f a r  as I  can d isc o v e r , th e  f i r s t  and l a s t  in  E n g lish  o f any conse

quence to  i s o l a t e  th e  Pythagorean s e c t io n  o f Book F if te e n  f o r  s e p a ra te  

t r e a tm e n t .

I t  was n o t ,  I  th in k ,  t h a t  Dryden’ s i n t e r e s t  in  th e  d o c tr in e s  of 

Pythagoras was o f a  s im i la r  k ind  to  t h a t  d isp lay ed  by th o se  o f h i s  

G ontenporaries who were t r y in g  to  re c o n s tru c t  in  a  s c h o la r ly  way th e  

te a c h in g s  o f th e  a n c ie n t p h ilo so p h e r and ( in  some case s) t o  ’ sq u a re ’ them 

lo g ic a l ly  w ith  t h e i r  own C h r is tia n  b e l i e f s ,  o r t h a t ,  any more th a n  modern 

s c h o la r s ,  he f e l t  t h a t  Ovid had , in  th e  d isc o u rse  o f P y th ag o ras , p rov ided  

a  r a t io n a le  f o r ,  o r  an ex p lan a tio n  o f ,  th e  su ccess io n  o f myths which occupy 

th e  main body of th e  poem, o f a  k in d  th a t  would s a t i s f y  a  th e o lo g ia n  o r
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a lo g ic ia n .^  R ather, he seems to  have i 'e l t  t h a t  Ovid had used th e  

occasion  o f Pythagoras* e x p o s it io n  o f what was i n t r i n s i c a l l y  (a p p a re n tly )  

alm ost as a l i e n  a d o c tr in e  to  th e  Roman poet as i t  was to  th e  sev en teen th  — 

cen tu ry  Englishman as a  v e h ic le  f o r  an a t t r a c t i v e  and p ro fo u n d ly  im p ressiv e  

p o e tic  v is io n  o f N ature in  a continuous and e te r n a l  p ro cess  o f co n cep tio n , 

b i r t h ,  grow th, decay, f lu x  and renew al, a v is io n  which has a  lo o se  and 

su g g es tiv e  ( r a th e r  th a n  a s y s te m a tic a l ly  lo g ic a l )  r e l a t io n  to  th e

1. See, f o r  example, B u lstro d e  W hite locke’s An Essay o f T ran sm ig ra tio n .
In  Defense of Py thagoras. Or. a  D iscourse  o f N a tu ra l Philosophy 
(London, 1 6 9 3 ) /  J .N o rris*  H ie ro c le s . upon th e  Golden V erses of th e  
Pythagoreans (London, 1682) and Edmund Arwaker* s Thoughts w e ll 
Employ’d; o r  th e  Duty of S e lf -O bservât io n , in  th e  Care and R egu la tion  

o f L ife ,  accord ing  to  th e  Royal P a tte rn  (2nd e d .)  To ^ i c h  a re  added, 
P y thago ras’ Golden Verses made C h r is t ia n  (London, 1697). Pythagoras 
a lso  p lay s  a p a r t  in  th e  d isc u ss io n s  on r e l i g i o n  and n a tu r a l  ph ilosophy  
in  th e  works of Dryden’ s f r ie n d  and c o lla b o ra to r  on th e  Ju v e n a l, th e  
d e i s t  C harles B lount, p a r t i c u l a r ly  Anima Mundi (1679), th e  t r a n s la t io n  
o f P h i lo s t r a tu s ’ L ife  o f A pollon ius (l6 8 0 ) and The O racles of Reason 
(1693), which co n ta in s  (p p .117-12?) an essay  Concerning th e  Im m o rta lity  
o f th e  S o u l. In  Anima Mundi, B lount d ism isses  P y thago ras’ d o c tr in e  
o f tra n sm ig ra tio n  (pp. 66-70) on th e  grounds t h a t  th o  pagans d id  no t 
p e rc e iv e  ’how much a D iv in e r N ature and Power th e  Soul i s ,  th a n  th e  
Body’ . There seems to  have been a r e v iv a l  o f i n t e r e s t  i n  Pythagoreanism  
a f t e r  th e  appearance in  1707, a y e a r a f t e r  i t s  f i r s t  p u b l ic a t io n  in  
F rance , of th e  E n g lish  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f Andre D acier’ s L ife  o f  P y th ag o ras , 
w ith  a  t r a n s la t io n  o f P y th ag o ras’ Golden Verses by N icholas Rowe.
See th e  d is c u ss io n s  in  The S p e c ta to r , Nos. 186, 211, 221, 334, 343,
447, 550. For modem s c h o la rs h ip , see e s p e c ia l ly  D .A .L it t le ,  ’The 
Speech of Pythagoras in  Metamorphoses 15 and th e  S tru c tu re  o f th e  
Metamorphoses’ . Hermes, 98 (1970), 340-360 and John B arsby, O vid,
Greece and Rome New Surveys in  th e  C la ss ic s  No. 12 (O xford, 1978), 
p . 35, who ta k e  is su e  w ith  e a r l i e r  sc h o la rs  l ik e  L .A lfo n s i, G.Hermann, 
R .Crahay, J .  Hub aux and D .A .S la te r , Wio had argued t h a t  th e  Pythagoreanism  
o f Book XV p ro v ides a q u a s i-p h ilo s o p h ic a l ’ scheme’ o r  r a t io n a le  f o r  th e  
M etamorphoses. In  t h e i r  z e a l in  denying P y th ag o ras’ speech one k ind  
o f r e la t io n  to  th e  whole M etamorphoses. however, th e s e  s c h o la rs  run  
th e  r i s k  o f  u n d e restim atin g  th e  o th e r  ways in  which fy th a g o ra s ’ v is io n  
i s  r e la te d  to  th e  r e s t  of th e  poem. On t h i s ,  see  R.A.Swanson, ’Ovid’ s 
Pythagorean E ssay ’ , C la s s ic a l  J o u rn a l . 54 (1958), 21-24, H .F ran k e l,
Ovid, p . 110, Brooks O tis ,  Ovid as  an Epic P o e t , pp . 81-2 , 298-9.
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m y ste rio u s  tra n s fo rm a tio n s  t o  be found in  th e  s to r i e s  o f th e  Met amorphoses 

th em se lv es .^  I t  seems c e r ta in ,  a t  any r a t e ,  t h a t  Dryden, w ith  Sandys and 

G arth in  h is  own day, and many s c h o la rs  in  our own, f e l t  t h a t  Ovid had 

(however unexpected ly) r i s e n  to  new h e ig h ts  o f d ig n i ty  and g ra v i ty  in  

expounding th e  Pythagorean d o c tr in e , and th a t  th e  elem ent o f  r id i c u le  and

even bu rlesq u e  w ith  which one can im agine a poet l i k e  Ovid might w e ll have
2

t r e a te d  such m a tte rs  i s  e n t i r e ly  absen t from h is  h a n d lin g . And th e

1 . See LP.W ilkinson, Ovid R eca lled , p . 215.

2. See Sandys (1632 ed n .) p . 511 : . . .  h is  Muse f la g s  n o t a f t e r  so long  a
f l i g h t  ( th e  i n f e l i c i t y  alm ost of a l l  o th e r  p o e ts )  bu t r a th e r  f l i e s  a
more l o f t y  p i tc h ,  both  in  m a tte r  and e x p re ss io n . G arth ( Ovid’s Meta
m orphoses, in  F if te e n  Books, [17177, P .x ) remarked ; . . . ' how e n ç h a tic a l  
i s  h i s  R easoning!’ W ilkinson (Ovid R ec a lle d , p p .216-17), O tis  (Ovid 
as an Epic P o e t, p p .294-301), F rankel (Ovid, p .110) a l l  s t r e s s  (and 
c i t e  o th e r  commentators on) th e  g ra v ity  and lo f t in e s s  o f Ovid’s to n e , 
and remark on h is  freq u e n t echoes o f L u c re tiu s . S ev e ra l s c h o la rs  have 
a ttem pted  to  see  Met. XV as a  bu rlesq u e  o f Pythagoreanism . See M.M. 
Crump, The E p y l l io n  from  T h e o c ritu s  to  Ovid, p . 211, G aH n sl^ , Ovid’s 
M etamorphoses, p p .104-7, C .P .S eg a l, ’Myth and Philosophy in  th e  
Metamorphoses : Ovid’ s Augustanism  and th e  Augustan C onclusion o f 
Book XV’ , A .J .P . , 90 (1969) ,  257-90. But as W ilk inson p o in ts  out 
(Ovid R ec a lle d , p . 215), t h i s  i s  no t consonant w ith  i t s  to n e . W.Myers 
(Dryden. p .187) sees  Dryden’s  v e rs io n  as s im u ltan eo u sly  exposing th e  
’ s u p e r s t i t io u s  f a n t a s i e s ’ as w e ll as re v e a lin g  th e  ’b r i l l i a n t  in s ig h t s ’ 
o f P y th ag o ras’ v is io n . C .P .S eg a l, c i t in g  L .F e r re ro ’ S to r ia  d e l 
P itagorism o  n e l  Mondo Romano, u s e f u l ly  documents th e  d iv e r s i ty  o f 
p o s s ib le  op in ions about Pythagoras c u rre n t in  Ovid’ s Rome.
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s i m i l a r i t i e s  which c a r  be observed between passages in  h is  ren d e rin g  

o f t h i s  ep isode  of Ovid and o th e r  passag es  elsew here in  h is  p ro se  and 

v e rse  in d ic a te  a lso  th a t  Dryden f e l t  th a t  Ovid was h e re  d e a lin g  w ith  

m a tte rs  which a re  both of g re a t g e n e ra l i n t e r e s t  and which a lso  s tru c k  

p a r t i c u l a r  chords f o r  th e  aged Dryden h im se lf .

Although i t  i s  always more th a n  m erely com petent, and co n ta in s  

enough s t r ik in g  f e l i c i t i e s  th roughou t to  a ssu re  us t h a t  no m inor p o e t could 

have w r i t t e n  i t ,  no t a l l  o f Dryden»s v e rs io n  o-’txiis long  ep isode  m an ife s ts  

th e  d e n s i ty  o f p o e tic  l i f e  which can be found in  i t s  f i n e s t  p a ssa g es , and 

i t  may be p o s s ib le  t o  sense from h is  v e rs io n  th a t  he d id  f e e l ,  in  th e  

a c t  o f composing i t ,  a  c e r ta in  in c o n g ru ity  between th e  lo f t in e s s  and 

cogency o f i t s  c e n tr a l  s e c tio n s  and th e  su ccess io n  o f s h o r t and sometimes 

r a th e r  in c o n se q u e n tia l » c u r io s i t ie s »  which roujud o f f  Pythagoras» d is c o u rse . 

I t  may a lso  be th a t  Dryden f e l t  s l i g h t l y  uneasy th a t  th e  grand g e n e r a l i t i e s  

o f  th e  c e n tr a l  s e c tio n  o f Pythagoras» speech ( in  vh ich  th e  l e s s  g e n e ra lly  

acc e p tab le  Pythagorean elem ents occupy very  l i t t l e  prom inence, and which 

have much in  common w ith  o th e r  p h ilo s o p h ic a l and p o e t ic a l  argum ents to  

which we know Dryden to  have been a t t r a c te d )  were su b seq u en tly  s e t  a s id e  

a s  th e  sp eak e r r e v e r ts  to  expounding th e  l e s s  g e n e ra lly  a p p lic a b le  d o c tr in e  

o f  v e ^ ta r ia n ism  which h is  speech had tak en  as i t s  s t a r t i n g  p o in t .  At any 

r a t e ,  in  a ttem p tin g  to  d isc o v e r th e  core o f what t h i s  ep isode meant to  

Dryden, we w i l l  here  be p r im a r i ly  concerned w ith  th e  c e n t r a l  s e c tio n s  of 

Py thagoras » speech , th o se  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  n a tu re  of d e a th , th e  f lu x  and 

change to  which ev ery th in g  in  t h i s  w orld i s  s u b je c t ,  th e  p ro g re ss  o f th e  

seasons and th e  ages of man.

Some very  d e f in i te  in d ic a t io n  o f th e  se r io u sn e ss  w ith  which Dryden 

means us to  re c e iv e  th e  u tte ra n c e s  o f th e  O vidian Pythagoras i s  g iven  in
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th e  two paragraphs which in tro d u ce  h is  d isc o u rse  (11 . 77-98 in  Dryden*s

v e rs io n ) ,  where he has expanded th i r t e e n  l in e s  o f Ovid»s a lre a d y  grand

L a tin  in to  tw enty-tw o o f h is  own :

V ir f u i t  h ic  o r tu  Samius : sed fu g e ra t  una 
E t Saraon & dominos ; odioque ty ra n n id is  ex su l 
Sponte e r a t .  i s que, l i c e t  c a e l i  reg io n e  rem otos.
Mente Deos a d i i t  : &, quae n a tu ra  negabat 
V isibus humanis, o c u lis  ea  p e c to r is  h a u s i t .
Cumque animo , & v i g i l i  p e rsp ex e ra t omnia cu ra ;
In medium d iscen d a  dabat : coetumque s ilen tu m ,
D ictaque mirantum, magni prim or d ia  mundi,
Et rerum cau ssas , & quid  n a tu ra , docebat:
Quid Deus : unde n iv es  : quae fu lm in is  e s s e t  o rig o :
J u p p ite r ,  an v e n t i ,  d is c u s sa  nube to n a re n t:
Quid q u a te re t  t e r r a s ;  qua s id e r a  le g e  m earen t;
E t quodcunque l a t e t .  . . .

(60- 72)

Here dw elt th e  Man d iv in e  whom Samos b o re ,
But now S e lf-b an ish » d  from  h is  N ative Shore,
Because he h a ted  T y ran ts , n o r cou»d b ea r
The Chains which none but s e r v i le  Souls w i l l  wear:
He, tho* from Heav»n rem ote, to  Heav»n cou»d move.
W ith S tren g th  o f Mind, and t r e a t t  th»Abyss above;
And p e n e tra te  w ith  h is  i n t é r i e u r  L igh t
Those upper D epths, which N ature h id  from S ig h t :
And what he had o b serv ’d , and l e a m t  from th e n c e .
Lov’d in  f a m il ia r  Language to  d isp en ce .

The Crowd w ith  s i l e n t  A dm iration s tan d  
And heard  him, as th e y  heard  t h e i r  God’s Command;
W hile he d is c o u r s ’d o f H eavhI’ s m ysterious Laws,
The W orld’ s O r ig in a l, and N a tu re ’ s Cause;
And what was God, and why th e  f le e c y  Snows 
In  s i le n c e  f e l l ,  and r a t t l i n g  Winds a ro se ;
What shook th e  s te d f a s t  E a r th , and whence begun 
The dance of P la n e ts  round th e  ra d ia n t  Sun;
I f  Thunder was th e  Voice o f angry Jo v e ,
Or Clouds w ith  N itre  p regnan t b u rs t  above:
Of th e s e ,  and Things beyond th e  common reach  
He spoke, and charm’d h is  Audience w ith  h is  Speech.

(77-98)

In  h is  f i l l i n g  ou t o f Ovid’s t e x t  h e re , Dryden Is  c le a r ly  no t on ly  

c o lo u rin g  h is  v e rse  w ith  vocabu lary  which c a r r ie s  a  s tro n g  charge of 

resonance from h is  own r e l ig io n  ( ’i n t é r i e u r  L ig h t’ , ’Heav’ns n y s te r io u s  

Laws’ ) ,  bu t i s  a lso  drawing on some of M ilto n ’s images cp th e  g randeur
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and g a ie ty  o f th e  heavens, as w e ll  as on some of V i r g i l ’ s examples in  a 

famous passage from th e  G eorgies where th a t  poet i s  in  h is  tu rn  drawing 

on h is  own eminent p red ecesso r L u c re tiu s  to  expound th e  N ature  o f T h ings, 

and to  recommend th a t  in te n t  s p i r i t  o f en qu iry  which can alone enab le  him 

to  l iv e .

H is Mind p o sse ss in g , in  a  q u ie t s t a t e ,  ^
F e a rle ss  o f Fortune, and r e s ig n ’d to  F a te .

(The Second G éo rg ie , 700-701)

Dryden’s in te n t io n  seems to  be to  ’ f o r t i f y ’ Ovid’s l in e s  by re in fo rc in g

h is  d e s c r ip t io n  of Pythagoras w ith  a  sy n th e s is  o f pagan and C h r is t ia n

d e f in i t io n s  o f th e  in q u ir in g  s p i r i t . He h a s , in  a d d i t io n , s t r e s s e d  th e

f a c t  th a t  ry th ag o ra s  i s  a  man w ith  a  r a re  c a p a c ity  f o r  im p artin g  wisdom

and p le a su re  th rough  h is  g i f t  o f w ords. Ovid’s Pythagoras t e l l s  m erely

o f ’quodcunque l a t e t ’ (7 2 ), whereas Dryden d e sc rib e s  h is  a c t i v i t y  th u s  :

Of th e s e , and Things beyond th e  common reach  
He spoke, and charm’d h is  Audience w ith  h is  Speech.

(97-98)

These v a rio u s  touches th u s  re in fo rc e  th e  p a r a l l e l  w ith  th e  k in d  o f 

en q u iry  p ra is e d  in  Dryden’s d e s c r ip t io n  o f Numa n e a r  th e  beg inn ing  of th e  

poem, who, we a re  to ld

. . .h is  Study bent
To c u l t iv a te  h is  Mind: To le a rn  th e  Laws 
Of N atu re , and ex p lo re  t h e i r  h idden Cause.

(7 -9 )

The kind  of wisdom sought a f t e r  by Numa and in p a r te d  by Pythagoras i s

1 . ’Abyss’ (1 .82 ) h a s , o f co u rse , obvious M ilton ic  o v e rto n es . For ’th e  
dance o f P la n e ts ’ (1 .9 4 ) , c f .  I I I ,  50, V, 178, 620, V II, 374,
V III , 125, K ,  103. For ’N i t r e ’ , c f .  I I ,  936-7. For th e  echoes of
V irg i l ,  compare 1 .84  w ith  Dryden’s v e rs io n  o f The Second G éorg ie ,
11. 677-8 and 1 .94  w ith  ib id ,  11. 687-90.
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th u s  seen  as v e r y  s im ila r  t o  th a t w hich , as we have se e n , L u cretiu s  

had recommended in  h is  th ir d  book, th e  kind o f  wisdom which en ab les us 

t o  l i v e  in  accord w ith  th e  world around us by understanding, and le a rn in g  

to  a c c e p t, th e  in ex o ra b le  p r in c ip le s  by which i t  i s  governed, and not to  

in cu r  th e  in e v ita b le  m isery and v a in  fr u s tr a t io n  which in e v ita b ly  ensues 

i f  we seek  to  deny, or to  ign ore th o se  p r in c ip le s .

That Dryden’ s thought was ranging even fu r th er  than  th e s e  l i t e r a r y

p a r a l l e l s ,  and se e in g  subterranean con n ection s between th e  movements o f

h is  own mind and thoss embodied in  th e  words o f  th e  O vidian Pythagoras

can be e s ta b lis h e d  from se v e r a l in t e r e s t in g  p ie c e s  o f  ev id en ce . In th e

P reface to  F a b le s , Dryden had noted th a t

...T h o u g h ts  come crowding in  so f a s t
upon me, th a t my on ly  D if fb u lty  i s  to  chuse 
or t o  r e j e c t ;  t o  run them in to  V erse, or to
g iv e  them th e  oth er Harmony o f  P rose. I have
so  lon g  stu d ied  and p r a c t i s ’d b oth , th a t th e y
are grown in to  a H abit, and become fa m ilia r  
to  me.

(K in sley , IÇ 1446-1447)

Though th e se  remarks have been used by commentators unsym pathetic to

th e  poet as fu r th er  ev idence o f th e  e s s e n t ia l l y  l im ite d  and p ro sa ic  nature

o f  h is  t a l e n t ,  S c o tt  saw no need fo r  apology when remarking th a t

. . .a c c u r a t e  ob serva tion  may tr a c e  in  h is  works, 
th e  r e p e t i t io n  o f some sen tim en ts and i l lu s t r a t io n s  
from prose to  v e r se , and back again  to  p r o s e . . .  1

(S c o t t ,  I ,  524)

I f ,  dS we saw in  Chapter One, Dryden was not th e  f i r s t  w r ite r  to  

u se  th e  metaphor o f m etem psychosis fo r  th e  r e la t io n  o f  a poet to  th o se  

o th er  p o e ts  o f  th e  p ast on whom he had drawn fo r  in s p ir a t io n  and fo r  th e  

v ery  substance o f h is  work, th e  P reface to  Fables su r e ly  c a r r ie s  th a t

1 . For h o s t i l e  comment, see , fo r  exam ple, H.W.Smith in  S c ru tin y , 18 
(1 9 5 1 -2 ), 301.
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metaphor much fu r th e r  th an  i t  had ever been c a r r ie d  b e fo re , and th e

c lo se  p a r a l le l s  between Dryden’s d e sc r ip tio n s  of the  t r a n s la t in g  p rocess

in  th e  P reface and th e  wording o f some passages from th e  speech of Ovid’ s

Pythagoras in d ic a te  th a t  here i s  one of th e  in s tan ces  in  wiiich Dryden’ s

mind i s  f r e e ly  making connections, in  th e  very  same Hobbesian mariner

recommended in  th e  Preface i t s e l f ,  between the  Ovidian v is io n  of sou ls

moving from body to  body and forms being crea ted  and re -c re a te d  in  a

sim ultaneous process of d e s tru c tio n  and p re se rv a tio n , and th e  p o s it io n  in

which he now fin d s  h im self as a poet v is - à -v is  th e  o r ig in a ls  which he i s

c u rre n tly  engaged in  t r a n s la t in g .

C onsider, fo r  example, th e  vocabulary in  which Dryden chooses to

speak of p o e tic  in flu en ce  near th e  beginning of th e  P reface :

M ilton was th e  P o e tic a l Son of Spencer, and 
Mr. Wall e r  of F a irfax ; fo r  we have our L ineal 
Descents and C lans, as w e ll as o th e r F am ilies:
Spencer more than once in s in u a te s , th a t th e  
Soul o f Chaucer was tr a n s fu s ’d in to  h is  Body; 
and th a t he was begotten  by him Two hundred 
years a f t e r  h is  Decease.

(K insley , I ,  1445)

Or th e  way in  which he d e fin es  the  permanent in te r e s t  f o r  read ers  in

subsequent ages of Chaucer’s Canterbury P ilgrim s :

We have our F o re -fa th e rs  and G reat Grand-dames 
a l l  befo re  u s , as they  were in  Chaucer’s days; 
t h e i r  g en era l C haracters a re  s t i l l  rem aining 
in  Mankind, and even in  England, though they  
are  c a l l ’d by o th e r Names th an  th ose  of Moncks, 
and F ry a rs , and Chanons, and Lady Abbesses, and 
Nuns : For Mankind i s  ever th e  same, and nothing 
lo s t  out of N ature, though every th ing  i s  a l t e r ’d .

(K insley , I ,  1455)

Here Dryden i s  re tu rn in g  to  an id e a  which he had form ulated fo u r years 

p rev io u s ly  in  th e  P a ra l le l  Betwixt P a in ting  and P oetry , when d iscu ss in g  

th e  p o e t’ s ’ in v e n tio n ’ :
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. . . i f  th e  s to ry  which we t r e a t  be modem, we a re  
to  vary  th e  custom s, accord ing  to  th e  tim e and th e  
coun try  where th e  scene o f th e  a c tio n  l i e s ;  f o r  
t h i s  i s  s t i l l  to  im ita te  n a tu re , which i s  alw ays th e  
same, though in  a  d i f f e r e n t  d re s s .

(S c o t t ,  XVII, 314)

But th e  la r g e r  im p lic a tio n s  of th e  l a t e r  fo rm u la tio n s  a re  s u re ly  c lo s e r ,  

a re  indeed  s t r ik in g ly  c lo s e , to  P y thago ras’

Then, D eath, so c a l l ’d , i s  bu t o ld  M atter d r e s s ’d 
In  some new F ig u re , and a v a ry ’d V est:
Thus a l l  Things a re  b u t a l t e r ’d , n o th in g  d ie s ;

(237-239)

and again  :

Thus a re  t h e i r  F igu res never a t  a  s ta n d .
But chang’d by N a tu re ’ s in n o v a tin g  Hand;
A ll Things a re  a l t e r ’d , n o th in g  i s  d e s tro y ’d , 
The s h i f te d  Scene, f o r  some new Show employ’d .

(386-389)

and again  :

Nor d ie s  th e  S p i r i t ,  bu t new L ife  re p e a ts  
In  o th e r  Forms, and on ly  changes S e a ts .

(229-230)

and again  :

. . . a s  th e  s o f te n ’d Wax new S e a ls  re c e iv e s .
T h is  Face assum es, and th a t  Im pression  le a v e s ;
Now c a l l ’d by one, now by an o th er Name;
The Form i s  on ly  chang’d , th e  Wax i s  s t i l l  th e  same:

(247-250)

These examples might encourage us to  see  a more th a n  casu a l 

s ig n if ic a n c e  in  Dryden’ s c laim  th a t  i t  i s  because he has a  ’Soul c o n g en ia l’ 

t o  Chaucer’ s t h a t  he i s  e n t i t l e d  to  am plify  th e  o ld e r  p o e t’ s t e x t  in  h is  

own re n d e rin g s . And Dryden’ s d e c la r a t io n  th a t

A nother P o e t, in  an o th er Age, may ta k e  th e  
same L ib e r ty  if i th  ny W ritin g s  : i f  a t  l e a s t  
th e y  l i v e  long  enough to  deserve  C o rre c tio n .

(K in s ley , IV, 1457)
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i s  p e r f e c t ly  in  accord  w ith  th e  d is c r e e t  s tro k e s  o f s e l f - r e f e r e n c e  which

he has worked in to  h is  t r a n s la t io n  o f th e  Ovid, a ff irm in g  h is  f u l l  re c o g n itio n

th a t  he to o  w i l l  be s u b je c t t o  th e  same p ro cesses  o f f lu x  th a t  h o ld  good f o r

th e  r e s t  o f c r e a t io n .  Not a l l  th e  d e t a i l s ,  f o r  example, o r  a l l  th e  g e n tly

mocking ’tu r n s ’ , in  Dryden’s p o r t r a y a l  o f th e  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f l a t e

m iddle and o ld  age a re  to  be found in  Ovid’ s o r ig in a l  :

E x c ip it Auturanus, p o s i to  fe rv o re  ju v en tae  
M aturus, m itisq u e  i n t e r  juvenemque senemque;
Temperie m edius, s p a r s is  p e r  tem pera c a n is .
Inde s e n i l i s  Hyems trem ulo  v e n it  h o rr id a  p assu ;
Aut s p o l i â t a su e s , a u t, quos h a b e t, a lb a  c a p i l lo s .
N o stra  quoque ipsorum  semper, requ ieque s in e  u l l a .
Corpora v e r tu n tu r  : nec quod fuim usve,
Cras e rim u s . . . .

( 209- 216)

Autumn su cceed s ,a  so b er te p id  Age,
Not f ro z e  w ith  F ear, nor b o i l in g  in to  Rage;
More th a n  m ature, and te n d in g  to  decay,
V/hen our brown Locks rep in e  to  mix w ith  odious Grey.

L ast W in ter creeps a long  w ith  ta rd y  p ace .
Sour i s  h is  F ro n t, and fu rro w ’d i s  h is  Face;
H is S calp  i s  no t d ish o n o u r’d q u ite  of H a ir ,
The ragged F leece i s  th in ., and th in  i s  worse th a n  b a re .

(312-319)

Though th e  im p lic a tio n s  o f th e  passage a re  o f course g e n e r a l , i t  i s

perhaps in  o rd e r  h e re  to  remember G a rth ’ s t r i b u t e  to  Dryden :

The f a l l i n g  o f f  o f h i s  H a ir , had no o th e r  
Consequence, th an  to  make h is  Law rels be 
seen  th e  more.

And Dryden seems even to  be in c o rp o ra tin g  a wry sq u in t a t  th e  v e ry  volume

he i s  now w rit in g  vdien he d e sc r ib e s  th e  h o rro rs  o f d ea th  as

Vain Themes o f W it, which but in  Poems p a ss .
And F ab les of a W orld, t h a t  n ever was!

(225- 226)

As w ith  th e  p o e t, so w ith  h is  t im e s . A con teïiço rary  re a d e r  o f th e
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l in e s  quoted above concerning the new ingressions received by the wax on 

sea ls  may w ell have been struck by the a p p lica b ility  of the thought to  

the Great S ea l, that symbol of regal le g a lity  to  which James I I  had 

attached such importance, and on which h is ’fa ce ’ (there i s  no mention 

of a ’fa ce ’ in  the Latin) had now been replaced by those of William and 

Mary.^

But the most obvious a llu sio n  in  the poem to  contemporary a ffa ir s

occurs, of course, in  11. 274-277 :

. . .For former Things 
Are set aside, lik e  abdicated Kings:
And every moment a lte rs  what i s  done.
And innovates some Act t i l l  then unknown.

where Dryden has considerably expanded h is  or ig in a l :

...nam  quod fu it  ante, relictum  est:
F itque, quod haud fuerat : momentaque cuncta novantur.

(184-185)

In  f a c t ,  some commentators have seen  th e s e  re fe re n c e s  to  James

I I ’s enforced abdication, and Dryden’s carefu lly  chosen ’Act’ as the

v ir tu a l raison d’etre of the poem -  an excuse for Dryden to  use tran sla tion
Z

to  return to  h is  favourite subject of comment on contemporary p o l i t ic s .

But, ju st as, when re flec tin g  on the curious s im ila r it ie s  between 

ChaTnticleer’ s in cest and that of monarchs in  The Cock and the Fox,

Dryden’s f ie ld  of reference had not been lim ited  to  monarchs whom he had

1. On th is  subject, see Macaulay’s H istory of England, ed. C.H.Firth 
(6 v o ls . ,  London, 1914) where the Great Seals of James II  ( I I I ,  
1172-3) William and Mary (111,1294-5) and William III  alone (V,2478) 
are reproduced, James II  had, of course, thrown h is  Great Seal in to  
the Thames before he f le d  in  1688.

2 . L*ee W illiam  Myers, Dryden, p . 187.
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known, and he had b u i l t  in to  h is  poem a ka le id o sco p e  o f p a r a l l e l s  between 

C h a n tic le e r  and Henry V III , th e  H apsburgs, th e  Ptolemys and Louis XIV (as 

w e ll as C harles I I  and W illiam  I I I )  to  em phasise th e  seem ingly u n iv e rs a l

d u b ie ty  o f  ro y a l s e x u a l i ty ,  so h e re  th e  re fe re n c e  seems no t narrow ly  o r

e x c lu s iv e ly  J a c o b ite  in  i t s  re so n an ce .^  The word ’A ct’ i s  l e f t ,  

s ig n i f ic a n t ly  g e n e ra l in  i t s  a p p lic a t io n  (no one s p e c i f ic  Act o f 

P arliam en t seems to  be in  th e  fo re f ro n t  o f Dryden’ s mind) and th e  phrase  

’ ab d ica ted  K ings’ could in c lu d e  in  i t s  im p lic a tio n s , say , th e  famous 

h i s t o r i c a l  in s ta n c e  o f C harles V o f Spain as w e ll as James I I .  The 

purpose o f th e  a l lu s io n  seems to  be to  suggest th a t  Lhe p o l i t i c a l  causes 

f o r  which men had fought and d ied  in  Dr^'den’s own l i f e t im e ,  to  which th e y  

had committed them selves and in  whose s e rv ic e  th e y  had been ru in e d , were 

no t unique occurrences but m erely th e  most re c en t in s ta n c e s  o f an in ex o rab le  

p ro cess  o f change th a t  has always been in  o p e ra tio n . The O vidian o ccasio n , 

th a t  i s ,  was a llow ing  Dryden, now fre e d  from th e  sh ack le s  o f a  p o l i t i c a l  

o r  po lem ical ta s k ,  to  s tan d  back from th e  even ts in  which he had been so 

c lo s e ly  invo lved  and to  see them in  t h e i r  p roper p e rs p e c tiv e , as p a r ts  of 

a la r g e r  p ro c e ss .

These r e f le c t io n s  a re  given g re a te r  w e ig h t, I  th in k ,  by examiriing' 

th e  con tex t in  which th e  passage about ’ ab d ica ted  K ings’ i s  to  be found 

in  th e  poem. I t  comes from th e  paragraph  in  which th e  O vidian Pythagoras 

d e c la re s  t h a t  he i s  now r i s in g  to  th e  in s p ire d  h e ig h t o f h is  theme :

And s in c e ,  l i k e  Tiphys p a rtin g  from th e  Shore,
In  anq^le Seas I  s a i l ,  and Depths u n try ’d b e fo re .
T his l e t  me f u r th e r  add, t h a t  N ature knows

1 . On Henry V III , see  K in s ley ’ s n o te  in  IV, 2075. On th e  Hapsburgs, see 
S a in tsb u ry , c i te d  in  Noyes, p .1032. On C harles I I ,  see  E a r l  M iner,
’ Chaucer in  Dryden’ s F a b le s ’ , S tu d ies in  criticism  and A e s th e t ic s , 
I 66O -I8OO : Essays in  Honor o f S.H.Monk, ed. H.Anderson and J .S .
Shea (M inneapolis, 19&7), p .è 4 . On Louis XIV, see C harles liin n an t, 
’Dryden’ s G a ll ic  R o o ste r’ , 65 (1968), 647-56.
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No s te a d fa s t  S ta t io n , b u t, or Ebbs, or  Flows:
Ever in  m otion; she d estro y s  her o ld .
And c a s ts  new F igures in  another Mold.
Ev’n Times are in  p erp etu a l Flux; and run 
Like R ivers from t h e ir  Fountain row ling on;
For Time no more than Stream s, i s  a t a sta y :
The f ly in g  Hour i s  ever on her way;
And as th e  Fountain s t i l l  su p p lie s  her s to r e ,
The Wave behind im pels th e  Wave b efo re;
Thus in  s u c c e s s iv e  Course th e  M inutes run.
And urge t h e ir  P redecessor Minutes on.
S t i l l  moving, ever new : For former Things 
Are s e t  a s id e , l i k e  abd icated  Kings:
And every  moment a lt e r s  what i s  done.
And in n ovates  some Act t i l l  th en  unknown,

( 260- 277)

T his passage i s  one in  w hich, as has been r e c e n t ly  dem onstrated, Dryden 

i s  p erhaps,even  more than anywhere e l s e  in  th e  r e in fo r c in g  th e

p o in t o f  h is  o r ig in a l  and len d in g  i t  e x tr a  d ig n ity ,  resonance and 

d iv e r s i t y  o f  im p lic a tio n  by drawing on a number o f o th er , very  d if fe r e n t  

w r ite r s  whose th ou gh t, he f e l t ,  was in  consonance w ith  th a t  o f  th e  Ovidian  

Pythagoras.^  He seems to  have f e l t ,  th a t  i s ,  th a t Ovid had here r is e n  

above th e  o d d it ie s  o f Pythagorean v egetar ian ism  and m etem psychosis, and 

had seen  w ith in  them th e  opportun ity  to  form ulate ( in  th e  words o f  

Johnson’ s Im lac) th o se  ’g en era l and tran scen d en t tr u th s , which w i l l  always 

be th e  same. ’

For Dryden’ s language in  t h i s  passage i s  coloured  w ith  h is  rem in isc

en ces o f  V a leriu s F la ccu s’ d e sc r ip t io n  o f  T iphys, th e  helmsman o f th e  Argo, 

s e t t in g  out in to  uncharted w a ters , o f Bacon’ s d e sc r ip t io n  ’Of V ic is s itu d e s  

o f T h in gs’ , o f N ature’ s a ff irm a tio n  ( in  L u c r e tiu s ’ Third Book) th a t th e  

d e s tr u c t io n  e f fe c te d  by Time i s  a lso  th e  means whereby Time brin gs about 

change and renew al, o f an anonymous tr a n s la t io n  in  h is  own m isce lla n y  

S y lv a e  (again  from L u cretiu s) d e a lin g  w ith  th e  ’ ebb and f lo w ’ o f  N ature,

1. See th e  d is c u s s io n  in  T.A.Mason, Dryden’ s Chaucer, pp. 115-119, from  
which my examples are tak en .
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o f R o ch es te r’s poignan t lament a t  th e  p a ss in g  o f ’th e  f ly in g  h o u r’ in

h is  own l i f e ,  o f t h a t  moment in  The Book o f R ev e la tio n  \Aiere ’ form er

th in g s ’ a re  s a id  to  have ’passed  away’ , th e re b y  removing th e  f e e l in g  o f

p a in  o r  sorrow , and o f a  poem c i te d  by M ontaigne which d e sc r ib e s  th e

’ s u c c e s s iv e ’ r o l l in g  o f waves in  a  s tre am .^  In  t h i s  c o n te x t, Dryden’ s

remembrances of M arv e ll’ s d e s c r ip t io n  o f Cromwell’s endeavour

To ru in e  th e  g re a t Work o f Time,
And c a s t  th e  Kingdome o ld  
In to  an o th er Mold.

which seems to  have g iven  him th e  cue f o r  h is  own

Ever in  m otion; she d e s tro y s  h e r  o ld .
And c a s ts  new F igures in  an o th er Mold.

(264-265)

can be seen , ag a in , p erhaps, n o t so much as ’Dryden th e  p o l i t i c a l  p o e t’

re v e r t in g  to  h is  ’ r e a l ’ s u b je c t ,  bu t more as ’Dryden th e  poet o f

com prehensive s p e c u la t io n ’ r e f l e c t in g  on how th e  ev en ts  o f p o l i t i c s  and

h is to r y ,  to o , a re  s u b je c t to  th e  same ever-chang ing  p ro cesses  of

d e s t r u c t io n ,  renew al and r e b i r th  to  which e v e iy th in g  must u l t im a te ly

subm it, bu t which a re  (an in p o r ta n t  p o in t)  u l t im a te ly  as c re a t iv e  as  th e y

a re  d e s t r u c t iv e ,  s in ce

Those v e ry  Elements which we p a r ta k e .
A liv e , vdien Dead some o th e r  Bodies make:
T ra n s la te d  grow, have Sense, o r can D isco u rse ,
But Death on d e a th le s s  S ubstance has no fo rc e .

(394-397)

1 . The v e rse  by La B o e tie , c i te d  by M ontaigne in  h is  l a s t  essay  
Of E x p erien ce , and t r a n s la te d  by Cotton th u s  :

So in  a  running stream  one wave we see 
A fte r  another r o l l  in c e s s a n t ly .
And as th e y  g l id e ,  each does su c c e ss iv e ly  
Pursue th e  o th e r , each th e  o th e r  f ly :
By t h i s  t h a t ’s evermore pushed on, and t h i s  
By th a t  c o n tin u a lly  preceded i s  :
The w a ter s t i l l  does in  th e  w a te r  s w i l l .
S t i l l  th e  same brook, b u t d i f f e r e n t  w a te r s t i l l .
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Here th e  o b tru s iv e  u se  o f th e  word ’t r a n s l a t e d ’ makes th e  c r u c ia l  

m e tap h o rica l connection  between a l l  th e  o th e r  k inds o f r e b i r t h  and 

renew al in c lu d ed  in  th e  poem’s v is io n  and th e  s p e c i f i c a l ly  l i t e r a r y  

ones.

I t  i s  in  t h i s  d i s t i n c t iv e ly  Ovid/an s t r e s s  on p e rp e tu a l f lu x  and 

re c re a t io n  th a t  Dryden seems to  have found a n ecessa ry  complement to  th e  

s t e m  L u c re tia n  concep tion  o f a  dea th  which i s  th e  end of a l l  (and one 

which was, pe rh ap s, more e a s i ly  re c o n c ila b le  w ith  h is  own C h r i s t i a n i ty ) .  

For even in  h is  e a r l i e r  v e rs io n  from  L u c re t iu s ’ T h ird  Book, Dryden had 

su b tly  so ften ed  th e  blow of L u c re t iu s ’ b lu n t s ta tem en t on th e  p o e ts  of 

o ld  -

adde Heliconiadum  co m ites , quorum unus Homerus 
s c e p tra  p o t i tu s  eadem a l i i s  s o p i tu ’ q u ie te s t .

( i i i . 1037-1038; Loeb t e x t )

in  h is  own ren d e rin g  :

The Founders of in v en ted  A rts a re  l o s t ;
And W its who made E te rn i ty  t h e i r  b o a s t;
Where now i s  Homer who p o s se s t th e  Throne?
Th’im m ortal Work rem ains, th e  m o rta l A uthor’ s gone.

(251-254)

So, in  Of th e  Pythagorean P h ilo so p h y , Dryden o fte n  shows h im se lf , in

d e t a i l s  o f th e  w ording o f h is  v e rs io n , to  be f u l l y  aware o f how c lo se

Ovid was to  L u c re tiu s  in  s ty le  and s p i r i t  in  t h i s  F if te e n th  Book, w hile

a t  th e  same tim e a llow ing  f o r  a c o n tin u ity  and im m o rta lity  in  th e  m idst of

d e s tru c t io n  and change which th e  o ld e r  poet had s te r n ly  den ied  :

Nor d ie s  th e  S p i r i t ,  bu t new L ife  re p e a ts  
In  o th e r  Forms, and on ly  changes S e a ts .

(229-230)

and again  (n e a r th e  end of th e  ep iso d e) :
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. . .w hatever l i e s  
In E arth , or f l i t s  in  A ir , or f i l l s  th e  S k ie s ,
A ll s u f fe r  change, and we, th a t  are o f  Sou l 
And Body m ix’d , are Members o f  th e  w hole.

(670-673)

Dryden gave some in d ic a t io n  o f  ju s t  how much t h i s  con cep tion  o f  a 

nature ever-changing y e t  ev er -c o n sta n t meant to  him by drawing on i t  when 

f i l l i n g  out T heseus’ g rea t v is io n  a t th e  end o f Palamon and A r c ite  o f  a 

prime-mover who somehow makes sen se  (but not in  any s in g ly  co n so la to ry  way) 

o f th e  seem ing randomness o f  th e  crea ted  w orld , and can th u s im press upon 

us th e  in e v ita b le  n e c e s s i t y  o f  con clud in g ,

th en  rem ains, but a f t e r  p ast Annoy,
To take th e  good V ic is s itu d e  o f Joy?
To thank th e  graciou s Ckxis fo r  what th ey  g iv e .
P o ssess  our S o u ls , and ivh ile  we l i v e ,  t o  l iv e ?

( I I I .  ini-riA)

The Ovidian co lou r in g  in  Theseus’ words i s  seen  most c le a r ly  in  t h i s

p assage (where Chaucer’s o r ig in a l -  g iven  here in  th e  t e x t  p r in ted  at

th e  end o f  Fables -  has been con sid erab ly  expanded in  a way th a t  r e v e a ls

c le a r  con n ection s o f phrase and con cep tion  w ith  Of th e  Pythagorean

P h ilosop h y) :

The f i r s t  mouer o f  th e  cause aboue.
Whan he f i r s t  made th e  f a ir e  chaine of lo u e ;
Great was t h e f f e c t ,  and h ie  was h is  en ten te ;
Wei w is t  he why, and what th e r e o f  he mente;
For w ith  th a t  f a ir e  chaine o f lo u e  he bonde 
The f i r e ,  th e  a ir e ,  th e  w ater and th e  lo n d e .
In c e r ta in  bondes, th a t  th ey  may nat f l e e  
The same p rin ce  and th a t  mouer, quod h e .
Hath s t a b l i s h ’d in  t h i s  w retched w orld adoun
C erten o f  d a le s  and duracioun
To a l l  th a t  are engendred in  t h i s  p la c e ,
Ouer th e  which d a le  th e y  may nat pace :
A ll  mowe th ey  y e t  th o ’ d a le s  abredge.
There needeth  non a u c th o r ite  t o  led g e :
For i t  i s  proued by ex p er ien ce .
But th a t  me l i s t  d ec la re  my sen ten ce:
Then may men by t h i s  order d is c e r n e .
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That t h i lk e  mouer s ta b le  i s  and e t  ern e.
W ell may men know but he be a fo o le  
That euery part i s  deriued  from h is  h oole:
For nature hath nat taken h is  beginning  
Of one part or cant e l l  o f  a th in g ;
But o f  a th in g  th a t  p e r f i t  i s  and s ta b le ,
D iscending so t i l l  i t  be corrumpable:
And th e r e fo r e  o f h is  w ise  purueiaunce.
He hath so w e ll  b ese t  h is  ord inaunce.
That spaces o f th in g s  and p ro g ress io n s  
S h u llen  endure by s u c c e s s io n s .
And not e t e m e ,  w ithout any l i e ;
Thus m ist thou vnderstand, and se e  a t iy e .

(p . 608)

The Cause and Spring o f  M otion, from above 
Hung down on Earth th e  Golden Chain o f Love;
Great was t h ’E f f e c t ,  and h igh  was h is  I n te n t ,
When Peace among th e  ja r r in g  Seeds he s e n t .
F ir e , Flo‘'d, and Earth, and A ir by t h i s  were bound. 
And Love, th e  common Link, th e  new C reation  crown’d 
The Chain s t i l l  h o ld s; fo r  though th e  Forms decay. 
E tern a l M atter never wears away:
The same F ir s t  Mover c e r ta in  Bounds has p la c ’d,
How long th o se  p er ish a b le  IL.-rcis s h a l l  l a s t ;
Nor can th ey  la s t  beyond th e  Time a s s ig n ’d 
By th a t A l l - s e e in g ,  and A ll-m aking Mind:
Shorten t h e ir  Hours th e y  may; fo r  W ill  i s  fr e e ;
But never p ass t h ’ appointed D estin y .
So Men o p p ress’d , when weary o f t h e ir  B reath,
Throw o f f  th e  Burden, and subborn t h e ir  D eath.
Then s in c e  th o se  Forms b eg in , and have t h e ir  End,
On some un a l t e r ’d Cause th ey  sure depend:
P arts o f  th e  IVhole are we; but God th e  Whole;
IrVho g iv e s  us L if e ,  and anim ating S o u l.
For Nature cannot from a P:.rt d er iv e  
That B eing, which th e  VPhole can on ly  g iv e :
He p e r fe c t ,  s ta b le ;  but imp^erfect We,
S u b ject t o  Change, and d i f f ’ rent in  D egree.
P la n ts , B e a s ts , and Man; and as our Organs a r e .
We more or l e s s  o f h is  P e r fe c t io n  sh are .
But by a long D escen t, t h ’E th e r ia l F ire  
Corrupts; and Forms, th e  m ortal P a rt, ex p ire :
As he withdraws h is  V ertue, so th ey  p a ss .
And th e  same M atter makes another Mass:
T h is Law t h ’ Omniscient Pow’r  was pieas’d t o  g iv e .  
That e v ’ ry  kind should by S u ccess io n  l i v e ;
That In d iv id u a ls  d ie ,  h is  W ill  ordains;
The propagated S p ec ie s  s t i l l  rem ains.

( I l l ,  1024-1057)
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That Dryden had come to  see  th e  v is io n  o f th e  Ovidian Pythagoras as one 

which a ffirm s  g lo r io u s ly  t h a t  th e  u n iv e rs e , d e sp ite  a l l  in d ic a t io n s  to  

th e  c o n tra ry , coheres (bu t in  a way t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from , say . Pope’s 

v is io n  in  th e  Essay on Man of an o rd e red , sym m etrical and h ie r a r c h ic a l  

whole) i s  f u r th e r  confirm ed in  h is  warm and m aste rly  re n d e rin g  of th e  

passage  l ik e n in g  th e  p ro g ress  of th e  seasons to  th e  p ro g re ss  o f a  man’ s 

l i f e .  But h e re  ’l ik e n in g ’ i s  an u t t e r l y  inadequate  te rm  to  d e sc rib e  

th e  working of th e  v e rs e , s in ce  th e  in te rc o n n e c tio n  between and i n t e r 

p e n e tr a t io n  of th e  two s u b je c ts  i s  so a b so lu te ly  achieved  on a v e rb a l 

l e v e l  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  (human term s being  used f o r  th e  inan im ate  and 

v ic e  v e rsa )  t h a t  th e  v e rse  allow s us to  f e e l  and en jo y , in  th e  very  ac t

o f re a d in g , th e  in te r r e la te d n e s s  and m etamorphosis of a l l  N a tu re ’s

p a r t s  which i s  being  a ffirm ed  in  th e  poem :

P e rc e iv ’ s t  th o u  not th e  p rocess of th e  Y ear, 1 
How th e  fo u r  Seasons in  fo u r  Forms ap p ear, r
Resembling human L ife  in  ev ’ry  Shape th e y  wear? J 
S pring  f i r s t ,  l ik e  In fan cy , shoo ts  out h e r  H ead,?
With m ilky Ju ice  re q u ir in g  to  be fe d : r
H e lp le s s , th o ’ f r e s h ,  and w anting to  be le d .  ?
The g reen  Stem grows in  S ta tu re  and in  S iz e ,
But on ly  feed s  w ith  hope th e  Farm er’s Eyes;
Then laughs th e  c h i ld is h  Year w ith  f lo u r e t s crown’d .
And la v is h ly  perfumes th e  F ie ld s  around.
But no s u b s ta n t ia l  Nourishment re c e iv e s .
In f irm  tKd, S ta lk s , u n so lid  a re  th e  Leaves.

Proceeding onward whence th e  Year began 
The Summer grows a d u l t ,  and r ip e n s  in to  Man.
T his Season, as in  Men, i s  most r e p le a t .
With k in d ly  M oistu re , and p r o l i f i c k  H eat.
Autumn succeeds, a  sober te p id  age.
Not fro z e  w ith  F e a r, no r b o i l in g  in to  Rage;
More th a n  m ature , and ten d in g  to  decay,
VJhen our brown Locks re p in e  to  mix w ith  odious : cy.

L ast W inter c reeps a long  w ith  ta rd y  pace .
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Sour i s  h is  F ro n t, and fu rrow ’d i s  h is  Face;
His S calp  i f  no t d ish o n o u r’d q u ite  of H a ir , _
The ragged F leece i s  t h in ,  and th in  i s  worse th a n  b a re .

(296-319)

And in  th e  passage which fo llo w s , Dryden ren d e rs  eq u a lly  warmly

Ovid’ s m inu te ly  a t te n t iv e  and d e lig h te d  p o r tr a y a l  o f th e  growth and

developm ent o f an in f a n t ,  a  p ro cess  which i s  seen  no t (as in  th e  fragm ent

from L u c re tiu s ’ f i f t h  book which he had rendered  f i f t e e n  y e a rs  b e fo re ) as

som ething g rim ly  se p a ra te  from a h o s t i l e  surround ing  N atu re , bu t as

som ething in te g ra te d  in to  N a tu re ’ s g r e a te r  p ro c e sse s . T h is was a passag e ,
2

to o ,  which c o n tr ib u te d  to  T heseus’ speech in  Palamon and A rc ite  :

1 . I t  i s  perhaps re le v a n t to  comment here how in a p p ro p r ia te  to  t h i s  
p a r t i c u la r  passage a re  th e se  rem arks by F .R .L eavis on Dryden’s 
p o e t ic a l  m etaphors in  an essay  re fe r re d  to  in  C hapter One (Leavis 
i s  d is c u s s in g  A ll f o r  Love, b u t c le a r ly  in ten d s  to  re p re se n t th a t  
p la y  as c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of th e  w orkings o f Dryden’ s p o e tic  im ag ina tion  
as a whole) :

M etaphor i s  s im ile  w ith  th e  ’ l i k e ’ o r  ’ a s ’ l e f t  o u t, and 
s im ile ,  when s u s ta in e d , i s  lu c id ,  uncom plicated and
uncom pressed; a m a tte r  o f sim ple p o in t-b y -p o in t
com parison, i l l u s t r a t i v e  and obvious, th e  f e l i c i t y
re s id in g  in  th e  obv iousness.

(E n g lish  L i te r a tu r e  in  Our Time and th e  ..U niversity  [London, 1969?, 
p . 9 3 ). S im ila r ly  in a p p ro p r ia te ,  and f o r  s im ila r  re a so n s , seem th e se  
remarks o f F.W .Bateson in  h is  E n g lish  P oe try  and th e  E nglish  Language 
(O xford, 1934), p .58 :

The p o e try  of Dryden and Pope d i f f e r s . . .from  e a r l i e r  and 
l a t e r  E ng lish  p o e try  in  t h a t  i t  i s  no t a p o e try  of 
su g g es tio n  but of s ta tem e n t. The ’meaning’ o f a meta
p h y s ic a l o r  a rom antic poem, th e  t o t a l i t y  o f im pressions 
c re a te d  by i t  i s  im p lic i t  “ an obscure complex in  which th e  
c o n tr ib u tio n s  o f lo g ic ,  rhythm , and em otional su g g estio n  
a re  alm ost in e x t r ic a b le .  But an Augustan poem i s  e x p l i c i t .
The meaning i s ,  and must be , on th e  s u r f a c e , . . .

2 . See T.A.Mason, Dryden’s C haucer, p .306.
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Time was, when we were sow’d , and ju s t  began 
From some few f r u i t f u l  Drops, th e  prom ise o f a Man;
Then N ature’ s Hand (ferm ented as i t  was)
Moulded to  Shape th e s o f t ,  coagu lated  Mass;
And when th e  l i t t l e  Man was f u l l y  form’d .
The b r e a th le s s  Embryo w ith  a S p ir i t  warm’d;
But when th e  Mothers Throws begin  t o  come.
The C reature, pent w ith in  th e  narrow Room,
Breaks h is  b lin d  P rison , pushing to  re p a ir  
His s t i f f l e d  B reath, and draw th e  l i v in g  Air;
Cast on th e  Margin o f  th e  World he l i e s ,
A h e lp le s s  Babe, but by I n s t in c t  he c r ie s .
He next essa y s  to  w alk , but downward p r e s s ’d 
On fou r Feet im ita te s  h is  Brother Beast:
By slow  degrees he gath ers from th e  Ground 
His L egs, and to  th e  row ling Chair i s  bound;
Then walks a lon e; a Horseman now become 
He r id e s  a S t ic k , and t r a v e ls  round th e  Room:
In tim e he vaunts among h is  y o u th fu l P eers,
S trong-bon’d , and strung w ith N erves, in  p rid e o f  Y ears,
He runs w ith  M ettle  h is  f i r s t  merry S ta g e , )
M aintains th e  next abated o f  h is  Rage, )
But manages h is  S tren gth , and spares h is  Age. )
Heavy th e th ir d ,  and s t i f f ,  he s in k s apace.
And th o ’ ’t i s  d ow n -h ill a l l ,  but creeps a lon g  th e  Race.
Now sa p le s s  on th e verge o f  Death he s ta n d s .
Contem plating h is  former F ee t, and Hands;
And M ilo- l i k e , h is  s la c k e n ’d Sinews s e e s ,  )
And w ith e r ’d Arms, once f i t  to  cope w ith  H e rcu le s , )
Unable now to  shake much l e s s  to  t e a r  th e T rees. )

(324-353)

Here su r e ly  i s  a moment where Ovid’ s attem pt to  view  th e  t o t a l  

spectrum o f a man’ s l i f e  from the l o f t i e s t  o f p e r sp e c tiv e s  (a t  l e a s t ,  

as i t  seemed to  Dryden’ s e y e s , and i s  conveyed in  h is  v e r s io n ) ,  fa r  from  

seeming to  d er iv e  from a lack  o f concern fo r  human a f f a ir s  or an attem pt 

t o  debase or s c o f f  at Man or m erely a d e s ir e  to  d is p la y  th e  p o e t’ s m is

p laced  in g e n u ity , i s  a c tu a lly  a means o f  a ffirm in g  the p o e t ’ s boundless 

d e lig h t  at th e  o b serva tion  o f N ature’ s m ysterious p r o c e s s e s .

I hope by now enough haS been done t o  support my opening su g g estio n  

th a t  in  Of th e  Pythagorean P hilosophy Dryden had found an o r ig in a l which 

was d eep ly  co n gen ia l to  what had become some of h is  own most ch erished  

p o e t ic a l  and p erson a l concerns, and th a t he had in  h is  v ers io n  achieved
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a com prehensiveness and s e r e n i ty  of v is io n  th a t  f a r  tra n sce n d s  any 

awkwardness th a t  an E ng lish  re a d e r  might f in d  w ith  th e  poem’ s o s te n s ib le  

purpose -  th e  ex jjo s itio n  o f th e  a l ie n  d o c tr in e  of Pythagoreanism . Ovid’ s 

ep iso d e , he seems to  have f e l t ,  i s  indeed th e  ’m ajor m e d ita tio n  on th e  

fundam ental problem s of human l i f e ’ which one modern commentator has 

j u s t l y  c a l le d  Dryden’ s v e rs io n  of th e  e p iso d e ,^  an epitom e o f th a t  open 

and en q u irin g  s p i r i t  v b ich , a t t h e i r  b e s t ,  inform s th e  s to r i e s  of th e  

Metamorphoses them selv es , and which made i t  p o s s ib le  fo r  him to  a ff irm  th a t  

though th e y  might seem from one p o in t of view to  have been w r i t te n  ’a g a in s t 

th e  O rder of N a tu re ’ , th ey  n e v e r th e le s s  ’have a lso  deep Learning and 

in s t r u c t iv e  M ythologies couch’d under them ’ , ’ i n s t r u c t iv e ’ th a t  i s ,  no t 

i n  th e  way th e  a l l e g o r i s t s  had th o u g h t, bu t in  a way on ly  v i s ib le  to  a 

p o e t, o r to  th e  s e n s i t iv e  re a d e r  o f p o e try , in  th e  p a r t i c u la r  p e rsp e c tiv e  

which th e y  a llow  on t h e i r  even ts  and c h a ra c te rs , in  t h e i r  d iv e rse  p la y  of 

mind, in  t h e i r  openness to  th e  f u l l  range of l i f e ’ s p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and t h e i r  

c a p a c ity  to  contem plate  th e  b ro ad est p o s s ib le  spectrum  of l i f e ’s jo y s , 

t r i a l s ,  m is e r ie s ,  even d eath  i t s e l f .

I f  Dryden had found th e se  q u a l i t i e s  in  Ovid in c re a s in g ly  tow ards th e  

end of h is  l i f e ,  th en  i t  must have been th e  case t h a t  Ovid’ s in f lu e n c e  was - 

along w ith  th o se  o f L u c re tiu s , M ontaigne, V ir g i l ,  Chaucer, Homer and 

Boccaccio -  one of th e  f a c to r s  th a t  brought about t h a t  g lo r io u s  l a t e  

flo w erin g  in  h is  v e rse  which a l l  h is  e a r l i e s t  commentators noted  and which 

we to o , w ith  some sym pathetic  a t t e n t io n ,  can very  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  re c a p tu re .

In discovering'

1. W illiam  Myers, Dryden, p . IB?.
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new p o s s i b i l i t i e s  in  Ovid (which, as we have seen , he was c o n tin u a lly  

doing a f t e r  h is  very  unprom ising s t a r t  in  1680), Dryden was d isco v e rin g  

new p o s s i b i l i t i e s  in  h im se lf and h is  p o e t ic a l  t a l e n t .
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APPENDIX

Dryden’ s Ovid and i t s  E n g lish  P red ecessors

In trodu ctory  Note

I t  i s  the in ten tio n , in  the ta b les  which fo llow , to  provide in  
as economic a form as p ossib le  a l i s t  of the ch ief p a ra lle ls  between 
Dryden’s Ovid tran sla tion s and th e ir  English predecessors. The s ty le  
of abbreviation employed i s  based su b sta n tia lly  on th at devised by 
Professor William Frost for h is  f i r s t  l i s t  in  ’Appendix F’ in  Vol. X 
of The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope. Such l i s t s  
can never be quite d e f in it iv e  fo r  several reasons. F irst there i s  often  
no means of estab lish in g  for certa in  vbether a verbal p a r a lle l with a 
predecessor can be s t r ic t ly  designated a ’borrowing’ or whether i t  i s  
attributab le to  coincidence. Second, where the wording of several 
predecessors sim ultaneously p a ra lle ls  that of Dryden i t  i s  often  
impossible to  t e l l  with absolute certa inty  which version he was 
remembering. Third, i t  i s  not p ossib le  in  a l i s t  such as those which 
fo llow  to  d ifferen tia te  between the various kinds of p a ra lle l (s im ila r ity  
of rhyme, end-word, or phrasing w ithin the l in e )  evident in  the passages 
c ited . However, passages which are p articu lar ly  c lose  in  wording to a 
predecessor are underlined, as in  Professor Frost’s ta b le s . tab les  
record only the p a ra lle ls  with previous English tran sla tors of Ovid. 
Echoes of Spenser, Milton, Cowley, Garth and other English poets, and 
of other works by Dryden him self are not recorded, nor are indebtednesses 
to  continental tran sla tion s or to  the seventeenth-century ed ition s of 
Ovid. A number of borrowings from a l l  the aforementioned categories are, 
of course, discussed in  the main body of the t e x t .  A carefu l comparison 
of my tab les with the volumes so far published of the C alifornia ed ition  
w il l  reveal that I  have found many p a ra lle ls  not recorded in  that ed ition . 
But no doubt \dien Volume VII of that ed ition  (Poems, 1697-1700) i s  
published^ my ta b les  w i l l  have, in  turn, to  be supplemented from the 
findings of the C alifornia ed ito rs.

English Translations of Ovid used by Dryden

(an asterisk  in d icates that the use of the version by Dryden was the  
discovery of the present w riter)

Aus * H.Austin, The Scourge of Venus: Or, the Wanton Lady (I6 l4 )

El Ovid’s E legies; or a Translation of h is  Choicest E p istles
(1683)

Gre * J.Gresham, The Picture of Lncest. L ively Portraicted in  the
H istorié of Cinyras and Myrrtia (I626)

Gol A.Golding, The XV Bookes of P.Ovidius Naso, Entyt^lied
Metamorphosis (1567)

Hey (1) * T.Heywood, ’Hellen to  P aris’ in  Canto 10 of Troia Britanica
(1508)
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Hey ( 2) rT.Heywood,] P u b lii O vid il Nasonis De A rte Amandi, Or The
Art o f Love I 6OO-I610 ]

Hop (1) * C.Hopkins, ’The S tory  of Cinyras and Myrriia’

Hop ( 2) * C.Hopkins, ’The S to ry  of Ceyx and Halcyons’
both In  E p is to la ry  Poems ; On S everal Occasions

(Ï5947

Hoy fT.Hoy], Ovid’s A rt o f Love. With Hero and Leander of Masaeus
 ̂ ^ ------------------------------------------------------------------- (Ï592)--------

Ker P.K er,] A . pp The Conquest o f Eloquence ( I 690)

Mar C.Marlowe, A ll Ovid’s E leg ies (?1599)

S a l W .S a lto n s ta ll , Ovid’ s H e ro ic a ll E p is t le s  ( I 636)

San G.Sandys, Ovid’s Metamorphosis E n g lish ’d . M ythologiz’d , and
R epresented in  F igures (1632)

(Dryden a lso  made use of th e  I 626 f o l io  of Sandys* Ovid -
see p. 181,£n2 . P a ra l le ls  w ith t h i s  e d it io n  a re  abbrev iated
San (1626) ) .

She J .S herbu rne , Ovid’ s H ero ical E p is tle s  (1639)

Tur G .T urberv ile , The H eroycall E p is tle s  o f . . . Publius Ovidius
Naso

eroyca

Wol F.Wolf erst on. The Three Books of Publius Ovidius Naso De
Arte Amandi ( I 66I )

P a ra lle ls  between Dryden’s Ovid and i t s  English Predecessors 

Ovid’s E p istles  (1680) :

Canace to  Macareus
4 She, Tur; 5 Tur; 5-6 S a l, She; 19-20 Sal; 24 She; 32 Sal;
35 S al, She; 43 Sal; 44 Tur; 52 She; 53 Sal; 54 She; 59-60 Sal; 
61-62 Sal; 67-68 Sal; 86 She; 94 She; 99-100 Sal; 100 She; 102 Tur; 

104 Tur; 105 Tur; 113 Tur; 121 Tur; 138 Tur; 143 She; I 46 Tur, 
S a l.

Helen to  Paris
5 She; 10 She; 17 She; 21-22 Sal; 23 She; 27-28 Sal; 34 Tur;
40 Hey; 41-42 S a l; 47-48 Hey; 57-58 Tur; 62 She; 65 She; 66 Tur; 
73-74 T u r,S a l; 76 She; 78-79 Tur; 87-88 Tur; 88 She; 90 Tur;
98 She; 107 Tur; 109 Hey; 115 Hey; 121 Sal; 123-124 Sal; 125- 
126 Sal; 147 Tur, She; 153 Tur, Hey, She; 154 Tur; 162-163 Hey;
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164-165 She; 170-171 Hey; 174 T ur; 177 Hey, S a l; 190-191 Hey;
198 Hey; 201 Hey; 204 T ur, Hey, S a l;  209 T ur, S a l ,  She; 216-217
S a l; 233 Hey, S a l;  239 Hey; 243 Hey; 244-245 S a l;  252 Hey, She.

Dido t o  Aeneas

3-4  She; 5-6 S a l;  13 Tur; 19-20 She; 20 Tur; 24 She; 29-30 She;
32 S a l;  45-46 She; 46 Tur, S a l;  49 She; 64 Tur, She; 72 Tur, S a l ,
She; 73-74 Tur; 76 S a l;  76-77 Tur; 79-80 Tur, S a l ,  She; 81 Tur, 
S a l;  102 Tur; 109-110 S a l;  121 Tur; 121-122 She; 128 S a l;  131- 
132 S a l; 149-150 She; 171 S a l;  175-176 Tur, S a l;  177 Tur; 181-182 
She; 184 Tur, She; 186 S a l;  187-188 S a l; 192 S a l;  195 S a l ,  She;
195-196 Tur; 198 She; 201 She; 201-202 Tur; 211 Tur; 212 She.

M isce llan y  Poems (1684) :

O vid’ s E leg ie s  : Book I I .  E legy  th e  N in e teen th  

48 Mar

Examen Poeticum  (1693) :

The F irs t Book o f Ovid’ s Metamorphoses
1-2  San; 5-6 San; 10 Gol, San; 11 G ol, San; 11-12 San; 13 Gol;
15 Gol; 19 Gol; 19-20 San; 28 San; 34 San; 51 Gol, San; 58-59
San; 59 Gol; 67 Gol; 77 Gol; 82 Gol; 86 Gol; 95-96 San; 100
San; 105 Gol; 109 San; 113 San; 116 San^^ 122 San; 126-127 San; 
132 Gol; 134 San; 135 San; 136 Gol, S an ;'/ Ï45  San; 147 Gol; 157
San; I 6O -I6I  G ol, San; 174 San; 175 Gol; 176 San; 179 Gol; 179-
180 Gol; 183 Gol; 196 Gol; 208 San; 209 San; 210 San; 225 Gol;
227-228 San; 231 San; 237 San; 250-251 San; 254 San; 273 San;
285 S ^  304-305  San; 321-322 Gol; 325-326 San; 328 San; 342
Gol; 347 San; 354-355 Gol; 359 Gol; 360-361 San; 377 San; 390
Gol; 396 Gol; 415 San; 415-416 Gol; 419-420 San; 423-424 Gol;
428 Gol; 435-436 San; 437-438 San; 452-453 San; 456 San; 464 San;
478 San; 481 Gol; 495 San; 505-506 San; 507 San; 527-528 San;
529-530 San; 531-532 Gol; 534 San; 547 San; 552 Gol; 558-559 San;
561 San; 563 Gol; 570 Gol; 572-573 San; 574 San; 580-581 Gol;
603-604  San; 613 San; 623-624 San; 627-628 San; 631 San; 64O San;
649 Gol; 663-664  San; 680 Gol; 681 G ol, San; 684-685 San; 689 Gol;
694 San; 696 Gol; 696-697 San; 704 San; 705-706 San; 713 San;
719 San; 720 Gol; 744 G ol, San; 754-755 Gol, San; 758 San; 770- 
771 San; 782 Gol; 784 San; 794 Gol; 802 Gol; 805 San; 813 San;
836 San; 842 Gol; 845-846 San; 862-863 Gol, San; 870-871 Gol, San;
880-883 G ol, San; 891-892 San; 895 Gol; 897-898 Gol; 903-904 San;
909-910 San; 911 Gol; 913-914 San; 926 San; 931-932 San; 950-951
San; 956 San; 974 Gol; 995-997 San; 1001-1002 San; IOO6 Gol;
1047 San; 1051 Gol; 1075 San; 1087-1088 San.

The Fab le  o f Ip h is  and la n th e

1 -2  San; 20 San; 23 San; 40 San; 41-42 Gol; 47 San; 53 San;
58-60 San; 60 Gol; 71 San; 89 90 Gol; 92 San; 101-102 San; 117-
118 San; 119-120 San; 123 San; 123-124 Gol; 128 Gol; 136 San;
143-144 San; 159 San; I 6I - I 62 San; l6 o -l6 7  San; 182 San;
191 San; 192 San; 201 G ol; 204 San.
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The Fable of A cis, Polyphemus, and Galatea

3 Gol; 8 Gol; 21-22 San; 23 San; 25-27 San; 32 San; 44 San;
47 San; 48 San; 55 San; 68 San; 74-75 San; 81-82 San; 86 Gol;
90 San; 92 Gol; 94 Gol, San; 95-96 San; 107 Gol, San; 109 Gol;
110-111 Gol; 112 San; 116 San; 117 San; 120-121 Gol; 125 Gol;
142-143 Gol; 156 San; 157 Gol; 158 Gol; 161-162 San; 163-164 San;
170 San; 171-172 S ^ ;  203 San; 206 San.

Ovid’ s Art of Love. Book I

4 Hoy; 13 Hoy; 31-32 Wol; 36 Hey; 40 Hoy; 41 Hey; 42-43 Wol;
44 Hoy; 48-49 Hey; 53 Hoy; 60 Wol; 63 Wol; 64 Hoy; 84 Hoy;
91 Hey; 92-93 Wol; 103-104 Wol; 109 Hey, Wol; 137 Wol, Hoy;
140-142 Wol; 141 Hoy; 143-144 Hey, Wol; l63  Hey, Wol; 168-169 Hoy;
179 Hey; 182 Wol; 196 Hey, Wol; 198/200 Wol; 207 Wol; 219 Hey;
241 Hoy; 253 Hoy; 255 Hoy; 278 Hey, Wol; 299 Hey; 301-302 Wol;
303-304 Hoy; 305 Hey; 307-308 Hey, Hoy; 310 Hoy; 321-322 Hey;
323 Hey; 326 Hoy; 341 Hoy; 353 Hoy; 357 Hey; 363 Hoy; 368-369 
Hey; 371 374 Hey, Wol; 376-377 Wol; 384 Wol; 385 Hoy; 394-
395 Hey, Wol; 397 Hoy; 400 Hey; 406-407 Hey; 427 Hey; 446-447 Hey; 
467 Hey; 468 Hoy; 483 Hey; 494-495 Hoy; 496-497 Hey; 500 Hoy;
504-505 Hey; 514 Hey, Wol, Hoy; 516 Wol; 516-517 Hey; 520 Hoy;
558 Hoy; 561 Wol; 570 Hey, Wol, Hoy; 594 Hoy; 602-&33 Wol, Hoy;
606 Hey; 610 Wol, Hoy; 617 Wol; 623 Wol; 625/7 Wol; 648 Wol, Hoy;
656 Hoy; 662 Wol; "681-682 Hey; 690 Hoy; 701 Wol; 704 Hoy; 708-
709 Hey, Wol; 710-711 Hey; 740 Hey, Wol; 745-746 Wol; 748 Wol;
749 Hey, Hoy; 753-754 Wol; 766-767 Wol; 769 Wol; 789/791 Wol;
796 Hoy; 803 Wol; 814-815 Hey; 821 Wol; 824-825 Hey; 826 Wol;
831 Wol; 834 Wol; 837 Hey; 837-838 Wol; 849 Wol; 852 Hoy; 854-
855 Wol; 865 Hey; 870-871 Hey; 876 Hey, Wol,

Ovid’ s Amours. Book I .  E legy I
9 E l; 17-18 Mar; 25 Mar, E l.

Ovid’ s Amours. Book I .  E legy IV
4 Mar; 11 Mar; 31 Mar; 32 Mar.

F ab les  (1700) :

Meleager and A talanta

5 San; 7 Gol, San; 16-17 San; 20-21 San; 25 San; 31/33 San; 55 
Gol; 56/58 San; 66 San; 69 Gol; 74-76 San; 81-82 Gol; 82 San;
99 Gol; 122 Gol, San; 130-131 San; 143 San; 147-148 Gol; 152 Gol;
153-154 Gol; 156-157 Gol; 158 San; 173 San; 182 Gol; 183 Gol, San
( 1626) ;  191 San; 196-197 San; 204 Gol; 215 San; 216 San; 224 San;
231 San; 240-241 Gol, San; 244 San; 262 San; 265 San; 291 San;
295 San; 297 San; 299-300 Gol; 310 San; 313 G ol; 331 San ( I 626) ;
340-341 Gol, San; 349 San; 356 San; 368 San; 386 Gol, San; 401 Gol.

B aucis and Philemon

3 San; 6 San; 8 San; 13 San; 15 San; 19 San; 21 G ol, San; 30-31
G ol; 37-38 San; 39-40 Gol; 42 San; 45-47 Gol; 47 San; 49 Gol; 52
San; 56 Gol; 58 Gol; ^ 6 3  San; 74-75 Gol; 78 Gol; 79 San; 86
G ol; 87 San; 91 San; 92-93 San; 93 Gol; 95 San; 98 San; 105 San;
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112 San; 116 San; I 2 l  San; 122-123 San; 129 Ck)l; 130 San; 160
San; 169 San; 174 San; 177 San; 180 San; 182 San; 186 San; 187- 
188 San; 191-192 San; 194 S ^ ;  195 San; 197 San.

Pygmalion and th e  Statue

1 -2  Gol, San; 32 Gol; 39 San; 40 Gol; 42 San; 45-46 Gol, San;
50 San; 51-52 San; 52 Gol; 55 San; 56 San; 67 San; 68 San; 78
Gol; 85-86 San; 94 San (1626)

Cinyras and Myrrha

4-5 San; 6 Gre; 7-8  Aus; 10 Gre; 11-12 San; 15-16 Hop; 17 Gre; 
22-23 San; 23 Gre; 26 San; 28-29 Hop; 30 San; 32 San; 45 Gre; 46 
Gre; 53 Hop; 54 Hop; 68 Gre; 60-61 Hop; 62-63 Hop; 65 Gre, San;
72-73 Hop; 73 San; 79-80 Hop; 81-82 San, Hop; 88-89 Hop; 91 Gre;
93 San; 96 Gol; 102 San; 105 San; 106-107 Hop; H I  Gol; 119 Gol, 
Aus, Hop; 120-121 Gre; 122-123 Gol; 123 San; 124-125 S ^  127 Hop;
130 Gre; 136-137 Gre, S ^ ,  Hop; 142-143 Aus, San; 144-145 S ^ ;  148- 

p 149 Gol, San; 155 San; 156 San; 157 Hop; I 6O -I6I  San, Hop; 164-165
San; I 65 Gre; 166 Hop; I 68- I 69 Gre, San; 170 San; i 202-203 Hop;
209 Hop; 210 San; 211 Hop; 215-216 San; 221 Gre, San; 222-223 San;
224 Gol, Aus, San, Hop; 226 Hop; 230-231 Aus; 231 San, Hop; 235 Gol,
Gre; 238-239 Hop; 239 San; 245 Gol, San; 252-253 Hop; 255 Hop;
260 Gol, Aus, Gre, San; 265 San; 268-269 Gol, Hop; 272 San; 275 Gol,
Gre; 276 San; 280 Gol; 281 Gre, Aus, San; 281-282 Hop; 283 Gol;
286 San; 288 San, Hop; 292 San; 295-296 Aus; 296 San; 304 San, Hop;
307 San; 312-313 Hop; 314-315 Hop; 316 San; 322 G ol; 322-323 Hop;
330 San; 342-343 Aus, San, Hop; 345 San; 346-347 Hop; 347 Gol; 349
Hop; 350 San; 351 San; 364 San; 376 San; 380 San; 383 San; 384
San; 398 San.

Ceyx and Alcyone

1 -2  San; 12 San; 21-22 San; 29 San; 29-30 Gol; 33 Hop; 41-42 San; 
49/51  San; 49-50 Hop; 54 San; 63 San, Hop; 65 Hop; 66 San; 70-71 
San; 75-77 S ^ ;  87 S ^ ;  89-90 Gol; 91 San, Hop; 93 Hop; 93-94 San;
95 San; 98 San; 102-103 Gol, S ^ ;  105 San; 107-108 San; 110 San;
111 Hop; 121-122 S ^ ,  Hop; 125 San, Hop; 130 San; 137 Gol, San; 
139-140  San, Hop; 145-146 San; 148 San; 149-150 Hop; 155-156 Hop; 
157-158 Hop; I 60 San; 162 San; 165-166 Hop; 175 San; 186-187 G ol, 
Hop; 188-189 San; 194-195 Hop; 198-199 San, Hop; 202-203 San; 207 
San; 208 San; 220-221 San; 227 San (1626); 231-232 S ^ ;  254 San;
268 San; 268-269 Hop; 276 Hop; 281 G ol; 284-285 Hop; 286 San; 291 
San, Hop; 292 San, Hop; 296 San, Hop; 298-300 San; 302 Hop; 3 1 0 /3 l2
San; 313 Gol; 313-314 Hop; 320 San; 326 Hop; 336 San; 340 Gol;
345-346 G ol, San, Hop; 346 Hop; 349 Hop; 356 Hop; 363-364 San, Hop; 
365 San; 368I 369 Hop; 370 Gol; 370-371 San; 372-373 ^ n ;  382 Hop; 
382-384 San; 389 San; 393-394 San, Hop; 395 San; 402 Gol; 405 ^ 5
408 San; 414 Hop; 419-420 San; 425-426 San; 431 San; 443 San; 446
San; 456 San; 457 Hop; 464 San; 465 San, Hop; 468-469 Hop; 471
San, Hop; 472-473 San, Hop; 478 Gol; 488 San; 491 San; 494 Gol;
495 San, Hop.

r cjinyraa :ind Idyrrha : i n s e r t  a f t e r  170 (above) ; I 7I San; 173 San; 179 San;
182 Gol; 184 Hop; 188-189 Gre, Hop; 198 San ; J
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The Twelfth Book o f  Ovid H is Metamorphoses
2 Gol; 6 Gol; 17 San; 38 Gol; 43 Gol; 50 Gol; 54-55 San; 56-57 
Gol; 58 San; 62 San; 70 San; 73-74 San (1626); 93 San; 101 San;
106 Gol; 1 0 9 -n o |r 130 San; 139 San; 153 San; 153-154 Gol; 158 
San; 187 Gol; 192 Gol; 196-197 San; 206 Gol; 206-207 San; 213 
San; 219-220 San; 222-223 San; 226-227 San; 231 San; 235 San;
241 San; 247 San; 248-249 Gol; 258-259 San; 266 San; 304 Gol;
318 San; 328-329 San; 330 San; 334-335 San; 338-339 San; 348-349 
San; 369 San; 377 Gol; 393 San; 404 San; 407 San; 428 San; 435-
436 San; 438 San; 445-446 San; 46O San; 465 Gol; 477-478 San; 486-
Gol; 489 San; 503 San; 506"San; 509-510 Gol; 517 San; 520 San
(1626) ;  531 Gol; 532 San; 536 Gol; 542-543 Gol; 546-547 San; 570
San; 577 San; 588 Gol, San; 613-614 S ^ ;  619-620 Gol; 631 San; 
632 Gol; 640 San; 662 Gol; 664 Gol, San; 665 G ol, San; 669 San;
678 San; 680 San; 690 San; 692-693 San; 697 San; 701 Gol; 705 
Gol, San; 718 San; 722 G ol; 731 San ( I 626) ;  752 Gol; 755-756 Gol;
757 San; 760 San; 774-775 Gol; 779 San; 798 San; 816-817 San; 828-
829 San.

The Speeches o f Ajax and U lysses
1-2 San (1626) ;  3 Ker ; 7 San; 23-24 San; 25 San; 27 Gol; 29 San;
40 San; 46 San, Ker; 52 San; 57-58 San; 65 San; 65-66 Ker; 68 Ker; 
69-70 Ker; 74 San; 76 Gol; 77 San; 78 Gol; 84 Gol; 88 Ker; 119-
120 San; 121 Ker; 121-122 Gol; 124 San; 133-134 San; 138 Ker; 150
Ker; 151 San; 158 Gol; 163-164 San; 170 San, Ker; 182 San; 195-
196 San; 196 San ( I 626) ;  198 Gol; 205-206 San; 207-208 Ker; 209- 
210 San; 215-216 Gol; 216 San; 221 San; 221-222 Ker; 235-236 Ker;
237 San; 249 San, Ker; 266 San; 274 San; 284 San; 304-305 San,
Ker; 315-316 San, Ker; 318 San; 329 San, Ker; 343 Ker; 345-346
San, Ker; 374 San; 375/377 Gol; 383 Gol; 388 San; 390-391 Ker;
404 Gol; 410-411  San; 417 San; 445 San; 451 San; 458-459 Gol;
464 Gol; 468-469 Ker; 471 San; 478 San; 487 San; 495-496 San;
498 Gol, Ker; 499 Ker; 501 Gol; 501-502 San, Ker; 508 San, Ker;
524 San, Ker; 529-530 San, Ker; 531-532 San, Ker; 539-540 San; 540 
Ker; 546 San; 553 San (1626); 558 San; " 5S0 San; 577 Ker; 579 Gol.

Of th e  Pythagorean Philosophy
7 Gol; 17 San; 20-21 San; 21 Gol; 55 Gol; 55-56 San; 69 San; 
69-70 Gol; 73-74 San; 77 San; 90 San; 91 G ol; I 06 San ( I 626) ;
110 San; 115 Gol; 116 San 
San; 233-234 San; 235 San 
274 San; 281 Gol; 283 San

123-124 Gol; 187 San; 203 San; 220 
239-240 San; 263 Gol, San; 268 San;
287 San; 296-297 San; 298 San; 306- 

307 San; 331-333 San; 337 San; 347-348 Gol; 351 San; 355 San;
358-359 San; 361 San; 370 San; 384 San; 390 Gol; 390-391 San;
406-407 Gol, San; 409 Gol; 418/420^21 S ^ ;  433 Gol; 440 San;
449-450 San; 453 San; 459 Gol, San; 468 San; 469 Gol: 480-481

San; 495 San; 498 Gol; 499 San; 509-510 San; 529-530 San; 533- 
534 San; 541 San; 552 San; 556 San; 559 San; 563 San; 566 Sen; 
576-577 San; 586-588 San; 599 Gol; 607-608 San; 6I I  Gol; 63O-63I  
San; 649 San; 653-654 S ^ ;  654 Gol; 658-659 San; 672 San; 719 San.



407,

Ovid*8 Metamorphoses in  F ifteen  Books (1717) :

Aesacus transform*d in to  a Cormorant

1 San; 5 San; 8 San; 10 Gol; 15 San; 16 San; 24 San; 35 Gol; 
51 San.
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DRYDEN’S CAVE OF SLEEP AND 
GARTH’S « DISPENSARY ”

TN composing his translation of Ceyx and 
Alcyone from the eleventh book of 

Ovid’s M etamorphoses, first published in 
Fables (1700), Dryden seems not only to 
have made use of the previous versions of 
the episode by Arthur Golding, George 
Sandys and Charles Hopkins,* but also to 
have drawn, for his rendering of the

1 Until the recent publication of Volume 4 of the 
“ California ” edition, it was not, I think, generally 
known that Dryden went back beyond Sandys’ 
version (1626 and 1632) to the Elizabethan transla
tion of Ovid by Arthur Golding, printed in 1567. 
There are many small but significant borrowings 
from Golding to be found in Dryden’s Ovid transla
tions. Towards the end of Ceyx and Alcyone, for 
example, Dryden seems to have gone to Golding’s 
line:

And with her crocking neb then growen to slender 
bill and round, 

for his own 1. 478 :
Her bill, tho’ slender, sends a creaking Noise,

1 have recorded Dryden’s borrowings from Charles 
Hopkins’ Epistolary Poems (1694) in Notes and 
Queries, ccxix (1974), 419-421.

passage depicting the Cave of Sleep, on 
certain details in the portrayal of the God 
of Sloth in the first Canto of Sir Samuel 
Garth’s mock-heroic poem. The Dispensary.

Dryden’s use of Garth in this context is 
particularly interesting for two reasons. 
First, Garth’s model for his Sloth passage, 
Boileau’s portrayal of La Mtdlesse in Canto 
II of Le Lutrin, had not only itself derived 
certain of its characteristic features and 
insights from the very passage of Ovid 
which Dryden was now translating, but had 
also inspired Dryden himself, some eighteen 
years earlier, when composing his own 
mock-heroic portrayal of Shadwell’s king
dom in M ac Flecknoe.^ A  second point 
of interest is that Garth, as I hope to show, 
seems to have gone back to details in Ceyx 
when embellishing and amplifying his 
portrayal of Sloth in the later editions of 
The Dispensary, printed after Dryden’s 
death.

Dryden’s Fables were with the printer by 
December 1699.® Publication of The 
Dispensary was announced in The Post 
Boy for 6-8 May 1699,  ̂ and there were 
three editions before the end of the year. 
We do not know whether Ceyx and Alcyone 
was among the “ seaven thousand five 
hundred verses, more or lesse ” of Fables 
which were already in the hands of 
Dryden’s publisher, Jacob Tonson, by 20 
March 1699,® but, in any case, Dryden was 
almost certain to have seen his friend’s 
poem in manuscript prior to publication, 
and one may suppose that he would have 
taken special note of a passage, such as 
the portrayal of Sloth, which derived, 
albeit indirectly, from one of the very 
passages of Ovid which he was himself 
currently translating.

Dryden’s borrowings from Garth can, I 
think, be demonstrated with some certainty

- See A. F. B. Clark, Boileau and the French 
Classical Critics in England: 1660-1830 (Paris, 
1925), 156-168.

® See Dryden. Letters, ed. C. E. Ward (Durham, 
N.C., 1942), 130.

See Poems on Affairs of State, Vol. 6 (1697- 
1704), ed. P. H. Ellis (New Haven and London, 
1970), 61. Professor Ellis provides a variorum 
text of The Dispensary in this volume. For the 
reader’s convenience, I use the sigla for the various 
editions of the poem printed by him on p. 722. My 
quotations are from the Bodleian copies of the early 
editions.

® The Dryden-Tonson contract for Fables, of that 
date, has been reprinted most recently in William 
Congreve: Letters and Documents, ed. J. C.
Hodges (London, 1964), 103-104.
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where a deviation in Diyden from the 
literal meaning of his Latin original con
tains a striking verbal similarity with Garth, 
and cannot be seen to derive from any 
of the Latin commentaries or previous 
English versions of Ovid used by Dryden, 
When several borrowings of this type have 
been firmly established, it may then be 
possible to argue with some plausibility for 
other touches, which in themselves do not 
perhaps present conclusive evidence, having 
been influenced by Dryden’s reading of 
Garth. Garth’s borrowings from Dryden, 
on the other hand, are easily identified by 
isolating those touches (which in this 
passage must have been added for artistic 
reasons, rather than to increase the poem’s 
topicality) which Garth added to the Sloth 
episode in the later editions; as will be seen, 
several of these touches bear traces of 
Dryden’s wording.

Two lines in Dryden’s text seem to derive 
from Garth’s line describing Sloth’s repose: 

The careless Deity supinely nods. (1699,* p. 5) 
Dryden’s god likewise:

. . . slept supine, his Limbs display’d abroad:
(295)'

There is no source for the epithet “ supine ” 
either in the Latin :

Quo cubat ipse Deus, . . . (612) 
or in the commentaries or sources from 
which Dryden worked. Similarly, Dryden’s 
telling use of “ nodding Poppies’’ a few 
lines earlier (286) seems to derive from 
Garth’s line, the epithet “ nodding” being 
again suggested by nothing in Dryden’s 
texts or sources.

Dryden’s passage describing the awaking 
of Sleep is particularly striking:

The God disturb’d with this new glare of Light 
Cast sudden on his Face, unseal’d his Sight,
And rais’d his tardy Head, which sunk agen.
And sinking on his Bosom knock’d his Chin;
At length shook off himself ; and ask’d the Dame, 
(And asking yawn’d) for what intent she came?

(302-307)
This time, Dryden seems to have been 
remembering two couplets from G arth:

The slumb’ring God amaz’d at this new Din, 
Thrice strove to rise, and thrice sunk down agen.

(1699,* p. 7) 
But as the slothful God to yawn begun,

He shook off the dull Mist, and thus went on.
(1699,2 p. 10)

• Quotations from Dryden are from Vol. 4 of 
James Kinsley’s G E T . edition (4 vols.. Oxford, 
1958). Quotations from Ovid are from Cripping’s 
manuscript Variorum (2nd. ed., 3 vols., Amster
dam, 1683).

The similarities of cadence and vocabulary 
here are obvious. Dryden also imports the 
yawn from Garth (Ovid’s Somnus does not 
yawn) and adapts Garth’s :

He shook off the dull M ist,. . .  
to form his own phrase :

At length shook off himself ; . .  . 
which translates Ovid’s:

Excussit tandem sibi se: . . .  (621)
In the light of these borrowings, it is 

perhaps plausible to conjecture that Dryden 
was fascinated by some other features of 
Garth’s vocabulary. For example, might 
not his addition of “ silent ” (which appears 
nowhere in the Latin) in 1. 267 :

Descends to search the silent House of Sleep, 
owe something to Garth’s prominent use 
of “ Silence ” in the couplet :

The lonely Edifice in Sweats complains.
That nothing there but empty Silence reigns.

(1699,2 p. 5)?
Also, in the line:

But lazy Vapors round the Region fly, (272) 
the epithet “ lazy ” (not warranted by the 
Latin) and the translation of Ovid’s 
“ nebulae ” as “ Vapors ” (which is not, as 
might be expected, prompted by a gloss 
such as “ vapores ” in one of the Latin 
commentaries) can both be traced back to 
Garth :

And lazy Fogs bedew his thoughtless Head.
(1699.2 p. 6) 

More he had spoke, but sudden Vapours rise,
(1699,2 p. 12)

And Dryden’s slightly unexpected rendering 
of Ovid’s “ ignavus ” as “ drowzy ” in the 
line:

Deep in a Cavern, dwells the drowzy God ; (269)
may well have been prompted by Garth’s :

Nought heard, but drowzy Beetles buzzing round.
(1699,2 p. 11)

The most noticeable of Garth’s “ re
borrowings ” from Dryden was first printed 
in the Sixth Edition of the poeni (1706).' 
Near the beginning of his description of 
Sloth’s palace. Garth inserted the follow
ing lines :

Indulging Dreams his Godhead lull to Ease.
With Murmurs of soft Rills, and whisp’ring Trees. 
The Poppy and each numming Plant dispense 
Their drowzy Virtue, and dull Indolence.

(1706, p. 6)
The combination of “ soft ” and “ Minr-

2 The lines actually first appear, apparently, in 
the manuscript corrections to a copy of the 1703 
Dispensary in the Yale Medical Library, called 
1703A in Ellis’s sigla.
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m urs” within the line seems to indicate 
Garth’s remembering of Dryden’s line 285: 

And with soft Murmers calls the coming Sleeps : 
which derives directly from Ovid’s:

. . .  : per quem cum murmure labens
Invitât somnos . . . (603-604)

And in the phrase “ drowzy Virtue ”, Garth 
combines the word which, as we have seen, 
Dryden had already borrowed from his 
poem with the unusual “ Virtue ” from 
Dryden’s :

Night from the Plants their sleepy Virtue drains,
(288)

Again, in the Seventh Edition of 1714, 
Garth changes the second line in the 1699 
couplet:

The lonely Edifice in Sweats complains,
That nothing there but empty Silence reigns.

(1699,2 p. 5)
to:

That nothing there but sullen Silence reigns.
(1714, p. 6)

The cumulative effect of these examples 
in such a relatively small passage of verse 
must, 1 think, make it certain that in 
Dryden’s Ceyx and A lcyone  and Garth’s 
D ispensary we have a most interesting 
example of reciprocal borrowing.®

Further evidence that Garth had 
Dryden’s Fables in mind when revising 
The D ispensary is found in Canto 6, where 
(in the editions from Ellis’s 1703A 
onwards) we find the following couplet 
added :

Here Jealousie with Jaundice Looks appears.
And broken slumbers, and Fantastick Fears.

Garth seems here to be remembering the 
description of Venus’ temple in Book II of 
Palamon and A rcite  (11. 484-489):

Expence, and After-thought, and idle Care,
And Doubts of motley Hue, and dark Despair: 
Suspicions, and fantastical Surmise,
And Jealousie suffus’d, with Jaundice in her Eyes ; 
Discolouring all she view’d, in Tawney dress’d ; 
Down-look’d, and with a Cuckow on her Fist.

Surely the change of “ empty ” to “ sullen ” 
was prompted by Dryden’s line :

Care shuns thy soft approach, and sullen flies 
away! (312)

Similarly, in the 1706 edition. Garth had 
changed the 1699 line:

But dull Oblivion guards his peaceful Bed,
(1699,2 p. 6)

to:
But dark Oblivion guards his peaceful Bed,

(1706, p. 6)
perhaps remembering the telling use of 
“ dark ” in Dryden’s :

Near the Cymmerians, in his dark Abode (268) 
And, again in the 1706 edition, Garth 
replaces the 1699 line:

The careless Deity supinely nods. (1699,2 p. 5) 
w ith  :

Supine with folded Arms he thoughtless nods.
(1706, p. 5)

Here we can perhaps see Garth modifying 
his text, stimulated by Dryden’s borrowing 
from his earlier version. For, as we have 
seen, Dryden had changed Garth’s 1699 
word “ supinely ” to “ supine ” in his own 
phrase :

And slept supine, . . .
In the 1706 Dispensary, Garth changes his 
text to follow Dryden’s adjective, and 
places it in an equally prominent position 
in the line.

D. W. H o p k in s .
University of Leicester.
» It is interesting to note that Pope thought that 

“ there was hardly an alteration of the innumerable 
ones through every edition [of The Dispensary], 
that was not for the be tte r” . (Quoted in Ellis,



552 NOTES  A N D  Q U E R I E S  December, 1976

DRYDEN AND THE TWO EDITIONS 
OF SANDYS’S OVID

^ E G R G E  SANDYS’s translation of the 
M etamorphoses, which Dryden used 

extensively when composing his own 
versions of episodes from Ovid's poem, was 
frequently reprinted during the period from 
the appearance of the first complete edition 
in 1626 to the last of the duodecimo issues 
in 1690. In attempting to discover which 
edition of Sandys Dryden consulted, it 
seems only really necessary, however, to 
consider two: the small folio of 1626 and 
the elaborate Oxford edition, printed in a 
large folio in 1632, with extensive apparatus 
and commentaries. These editions repre
sent the two basic forms in which Sandys’s 
translation was read during the seventeenth 
century.'

The extensive marginal glosses, unique to 
the 1632 folio and its cheaper reprint of 
1640, though often very close in wording to 
Dryden’s verse, in themselves seem to 
provide no conclusive evidence qf Dryden’s 
preference for the 1632 Sandys. Many of 
the glosses simply provide factual or mytho
logical exegesis of a kind that would have 
been available to Dryden from many 
contemporary commentaries on Ovid and 
mythological handbooks. A detailed exam
ination of those glosses which verbally 
resemble touches in Dryden’s text very 
closely reveals that, in each case, the 
similarity can be paralleled either from 
the earlier translation of Arthur Golding 
(1567) or one of the Latin commentaries 
which Dryden is known to have worked 
from.

For example, in The First Book of O vid’s 
M etamorphoses, where Dryden might be

* The editions of Sandys’s Ovid before 1626 need 
not concern us, as they contain a version only of 
Books One to Five. All the other editions printed 
in the seventeenth century derive either (in the case 
of the 1628 12mo> from the 1626 folio, or fas in 
the case of the folio of 1640 or the 12mos of 1638, 
1656, 1664, 1669. 1678 and 1690) from the 1632 
folio. Thus, if Drvden sometimes used fas is nre- 
sumably ouite possible) a 12mo reprint of Sandys, 
he was. for the purposes of my present argument, 
consulting a text deriving, directly or indirectly, from 
one of the two maior editions. On the various early 
editions of Sand vs’s Ov’d. see R. B. Davis. “ The 
Early Editions of Georee Sandys’s Ovid : the Circum
stances of Production ” . Papers n f the PthUnvraphU 
cal Society o f America, xrxv (1941). 255-276. and 
Fredson Bowers and R. B. Davis. “ Georee Sandys : 
A Bibliographical Catalogue of Printed Editions in 
England to 1700 ", BuVetin o f the New York Public 
Library, liv. Nos. 4-6 (1950).
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thought to have cast his eye down to the 
1632 Sandys gloss on Ovid’s “ Boreas ” 
a  65):

The North wind : so called of his blustring. (p. 2) 
for his own 1. 67 :

N or were those blustring Brethren left at large, 
he was probably in fact following Gold
ing’s phrase:

. . . with colde and blustring windes. (1. 62) 
which renders the exactly equivalent 
portion of Ovid’s text.

Similarly, in the same poem, where 
Dryden’s line:

Now, wheresover ambient waters glide, (1.243) 
might seem to derive from Sandys’s gloss 
on Ovid’s ‘ Nereus’ (1. 187):

A Sea God, here taken for the ambient Ocean.
(p. 5)

we discover an equally plausible source in 
one of the notes in Crispinus’s “ Delphin ” 
edition of Ovid of 1689:

Nereus] Deus est marinus, qui saepe pro 
Ocean o ponitur, terra m ambiente, 
undarümque mugitibus illi obstrepente. 
(Vol. 2, p. 13)
However, as well as adding the glosses 

and commentaries, Sandys considerably 
altered the text of his translation between 
the 1626 and 1632 editions, and by a care
ful collation of the two editions, and a 
comparison of each of Sandys’s changes 
with Dryden’s borrowings (where the two 
can be seen to coincide), it is possible to 
draw some definite conclusions about 
Dryden’s use of the two editions.

In a number of instances, Dryden has 
borrowed a rhyme or end-word from the 
1632 edition of Sandys at a point where 
Sandys had made a change from his 1626 
text, Thiis in Cinyras and M yrrha, from 
the Fables (1700), Dryden’s couplet :

She stumbled thrice, (an Omen of th’ Event ; ) 
Thrice shriek’d the Fun’ral Owl, yet on she went,

(275-276)
clearly draws on the 1632 Sandys:

Thrice stumbled she ; the funerall Owle thrice rent 
The ayre with ominous shreekes; yet on she went: 

where the arrangement of the 1626 text is 
quite different :

By stumbling thrice reuok’d ; the funerall Owle 
Thrice sadly shreekt ; yet shee proceeds : the scoule 
Of Night, and Darknesse, modestie bereft. 

Similarly, in The Twelfth Book o f O vid’s  
M etamorphoses, also from Fables, Dryden’s 
couplet :

I saw Petraeus Arms, employ’d around 
A well-grown Oak, to root it from the Ground.

(445-446)

again draws on the 1632 Sandys:
I saw Petraeus tearing from the ground 
A well growne Oke : while he imbrac’t it round 

whereas the 1626 Sandys has:
I saw Petraeus striue t ’ vproot an oke:
And while his brawnie armes the tree prouoke

And at the very opening of his version of 
The First Book o f O vid’s  M etamorphoses, 
in Examen Poeticum  (1693):

Of Bodies chang’d to various Forms I sing : 
Dryden has drawn the shape of his opening 
line from the 1632 Sandys:

Of bodies chang’d to other shapes I sing: 
rather than from the 1626 version:

Of formes, to other bodies chang’d, I sing.*
Other examples where Dryden can with 

some certainty be seen to be following 
readings from the 1632 Sandys in preference 
to the 1626 edition can be found in the 
following lines (I use the abbreviations for 
the titles of each poem from Guy 
Montgomery’s standard Concordance to 
Dryden): M8: 82-83; CAM: 376-377; M il: 
137, 232; M12: 196-197, 404; AU: 57-58, 
215-216, 445-446; M 15: 468. There are 
also a number of smaller verbal touches, 
less certain than those recorded above, but 
which nevertheless can be argued with some 
plausibility to show evidence of Dryden 
having used the 1632 rather than the 1626 
Sandys. These occur at the following 
places: M l: 143, 403; M8: 31, 33; CAM: 
304; M i l :  140, 355; M12: 139, 371;
AU: 137.

There is also evidence, however, to 
suggest that on occasion Dryden chose to 
use the 1626 Sandys, even when he had 
preferred the later edition elsewhere in the 
same poem. For example, in The Twelfth  
Book, Dryden’s couplet:

Confus’d, and Chiding, like the hollow Roar 
Of Tides, receding from th’ insulted Shore.

(73-74)
obviously owes more to the 1626 Sandys’s: 

As Seas that sallie on far-distant shores;
Or as loues terminating thunder rores.

than to the 1632 reading:
Such as from farre by rowling billowes sent;
Or as loues fainting Thunder almost spent.

In The Speeches of A jax and Ulysses, 
Dryden seems to have preferred the neat 
alliteration of the 1626 Sandys’s:

* The “ California ” editors of this poem in The 
Works o f John Dryden, Vol. 4: Poems, 1693-1696 
(Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of 
California Press, 1974) quote exclusively throughout 
their commentait from the 1626 Sandys.
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And let him weare, that wins the prize from 

thence.
for his own:

And let him wear who wins ’em in the Field. (96) 
to the 1632 rendering:

And let him keepe, that takes the prize from 
thence.

though, as we see, he has retained the end- 
word from the later Sandys text. And in 
M eleager and A talanta  (a borrowing first 
noted by Professor James Kinsley®)
Dryden’s phrase:

The Strong may fight aloof; (183) 
seems to owe more to the 1626 Sandys’s:

ITie wise in valour should aloofe contend, 
than to the line as altered in 1632:

The wise in valour should aloft contend;
Other smaller, and not necessarily so 
conclusively demonstrable, instances of 
Dryden’s preference for 1626 readings 
occur at these places: M 8: 331; MIO: 96;
M i l :  227; M12: 520, 731; A U : 1, 553;
M15: 106.

From these examples, then, we can, I 
think, conclude that Dryden, like Pope,* 
drew, according to his artistic needs of the 
moment, on both the main editions of 
Sandys’s Ovid when making his own 
translations. £> ^  H o p k in s .

University of Leicester.
» The Poems o f John Dryden, ed. James Kinsley 

(4 vois., Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958), iv, 2072.
As the “ Twickenham ” editors have noted. See 

The Poems o f Alexander Pope, Vol. 1: Pastoral 
Poetry and An Essay on Criticism, ed, E. Audra 
and A. Williams (London: Methuen, 1961), 332,
338-339.



DRYDEN»s TRANSLATIONS FROM OVID, by D.W.Hopkins

Abstract of a Thesis submitted fo r the 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in  the 
U niversity of L eicester, 1979.

Dryden»s versions from Ovid span the f u l l  length of h is tran s la tin g  
career, and thus provide a unique opportunity to  observe h is principles 
and practice  as a tra n s la to r , th e  development of h is  tra n s la tin g  a r t ,  
and his constantly-evolving re la tio n sh ip  with a single ancient author.

Dryden had known Ovid from boyhood, and frequently  echoed in  h is 
prose c ritic ism  the s tr ic tu re s  on Ovid’s verse which had been made from 
Roman times onwards: th a t Ovid was frequently  ’w itty  out of season’ and
th a t h is verse was often p ro lix , and ’against the order of Nature’ . His 
e a r lie s t  Ovidian tra n s la tio n s , those included in  the collaborative Ovid’s 
E pistles (1680), do l i t t l e  to  convince a scep tica l reader of the  high 
claims which he had made fo r Ovid as a s k i lfu l  portrayer of female 
passion, since th e ir  wit often seems cold and callous (or merely tedious 
wordplay) and they manifest an awkward declamatory s tif fn e s s .

But Dryden returned to  Ovid in  1692 a f te r  a period of deep re fle c tio n  
both on the a r t  of tra n s la tio n  and on the course of h is  own l i f e  and l i te r a ry  
career. The best of the  la te  Ovidian tra n s la tio n s , especially  those in  
Fables (1700), reveal, more fu lly  than any of h is  prose comments, th a t 
Dryden now saw Ovid as a poet who, by means of the very e ffec ts  of w itty  
distancing and strokes of ’fancy’ vdiich so many commentators have found 
uncongenial, was able to  create a d is tin c tiv e  perspective on r e a l i ty , in  
which reactions and emotions normally kept quite separate , and th o u ^ t  of 
as incompatible, could be d e lig h tfu lly  fused. Ovid’s w itty  mode, Dryden 
seems to  have thought, was a means of creating  a kind of philosophical 
detachment or seren ity , whereby d is tre ss in g , even b ru ta l, events could 
be viewed with a unique combination of wit and pathos, tenderness and 
huEiour, distance and syimpathy.


