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Note on the Anthology and its Editors

This unique anthology presents depictions of female figures in a wide range of English verse – narrative, dramatic and lyric, original and translated – from the Middle Ages to the late nineteenth century. The emphasis is on the variety of women’s reactions to the passion of love – whether joyful, idealizing, horrified, deceitful, resigned, noble, curious, or reflective. The collection juxtaposes familiar material with less well-known items, and encompasses a wide variety of tones and moods, from heroic pathos to bawdy comedy. The passages all present moments in which a woman’s thoughts are rendered, or her presence imagined, with particular dramatic vividness. The women depicted range from nobly born heroines of myth and legend to more ordinary and everyday figures. The result is a comprehensive presentation – moving, sobering and amusing by turns – of the joys, fears, hopes and disappointments of women in love.

DAVID HOPKINS is Reader in English Poetry at the University of Bristol. His publications include editions of Cowley (with Tom Mason) and Dryden (with Paul Hammond), an anthology of poets’ writings about their peers, a book (with Tom Mason) about the arts of poetry and poetry-reading, an edited collection of essays (with Charles Martindale) on the influence of Horace in English literature, and selections from Dryden, Homer and Ovid in the Everyman’s Poetry Series.

SANDRA HOPKINS read English at King’s College, London, and has taught a wide range of English and American literature at school and adult-education level. She is a recognized teacher in Continuing Education (English) at the University of Bristol, and contributed a chapter on Dickens to Problems for Feminist Criticism, edited by Sally Minogue (Routledge, 1990).

Introduction

This anthology presents depictions of female figures in a wide range of English verse – lyric, narrative and dramatic, original and translated – from the fourteenth to the late nineteenth century. The cut-off point was partly prompted by considerations of copyright, but also by the fact that the subject-matter of the anthology has, over the last century, tended to become the preserve of novelists rather than poets. The collection focuses on women experiencing the passion of love in a variety of ways: joyful, horrified, idealizing, deceitful, resigned, noble, curious, reflective. The ‘love’ in question is, frequently, a violent and consuming passion, closer to the Greek eros or the Roman amor than to the more tender and selfless emotions that the term sometimes suggests. The portrayals encompass a wide variety of tones and moods, from heroic pathos to bawdy comedy. The emphasis is on poems and passages that present a female figure dramatically, whether in the first person, or by particularly vivid description or evocation. Love lyrics as such, and poems in the poet’s first person, have generally been excluded, though the anthology does include a few items in which the personal experience of the poet is presented in thinly disguised form. Many of the items are extracts from longer works, but have – or so we hope – sufficient local life and power to survive temporary excerption from their original context (brief headnotes give concise indications of the passages’ original setting). The volume is organized alphabetically by heroine. Anyone who reads the anthology through from beginning to end will thus experience a kaleidoscope of tone, style and historical provenance, and a wide variety of female types, from the grandes dames of myth, legend and history, to more ordinary, everyday figures. The result is a comprehensive portrayal – moving, amusing, awe-inspiring and sobering by turns – of the fears, hopes and disappointments of women in love.

Portrayals of women in poetry – particularly by male poets – have often been accused of presenting reductive stereotypes which tell us more about the fantasies, needs, fears and will-to-power of men than about the true characteristics of female nature. According to such a view, women are commonly represented as a series of ‘types’ – the Passive Victim, the Seductive Temptress, the Shrewish Harridan, the Ugly Crone, the Lustful Lecher, the Saintly Virgin, the Selfless Mother, the Spoilt Child, the Jealous Jilt, the Warlike Amazon, the Bookish Blue-Stocking – each one of which ultimately reveals more about the hopes and dreads of their male (or male-influenced) creators than about the female race that they seek to epitomize. Male depictions of women, it is sometimes claimed, are a form of ‘ventriloquism’ or ‘appropriation’, a kind of domination, in which women’s predicament is rendered exclusively in terms of their relations with men, and which thereby reinforces the suffering and sense of entrapment which women have, historically, been forced to endure at male hands.

Anyone browsing in this anthology will notice immediately that the extracts – many of them by male poets – do, indeed, present women experiencing a series of recurrent predicaments, and voicing a series of recurrent anxieties, aspirations, joys and desires. Women are, in these extracts, repeatedly seen lamenting their illtreatment at the hands of former lovers, entertaining idealized visions of their perfect partner, and compromising, in various ways, with the social and ethical constraints of the communities in which they live. But presentations of recurrent human experiences are not necessarily merely appropriative or stereotypical in tendency. When reflecting on the distinctive qualities that constitute Shakespeare’s supreme excellence as a writer, Samuel Johnson noted how Shakespeare finely ‘discriminates’ his characters and keeps them uniquely ‘distinct from each other’. Yet, at the same time, Johnson maintained, Shakespeare’s characters are not merely idiosyncratic. ‘In the writings of other poets,’ he wrote, ‘a character is too often an individual; in those of Shakespeare it is commonly a species.’ Shakespeare’s characters, for Johnson, are ‘the genuine progeny of common humanity, such as the world will always supply and observation will always find’. Their ‘common’ qualities do not mean that they are mere stereotypes. Their creator has endowed them with a freedom and independence of imagined life which makes them seem embodiments or concentrations of archetypal human experience, rather than merely reductive impositions of authorial viewpoint or will. The passages in this anthology, at their best, aspire to a similar combination of individual distinctiveness and generality of implication and application – qualities which depend more on the imaginative capacities and writerly skill of their authors than on whether those authors happened to be male or female.

The passages avoid stereotypicality partly by virtue of the complexity and subtlety of the responses that they elicit from the reader. Hardly ever are we allowed to rest secure in any simple or single reponse to the woman portrayed. Even those passages that come close to satire – such as Gay’s portrayal of the jealous coquette, Lydia, or Byron’s of Donna Julia, or Crabbe’s of Arabella – are not merely superior or censorious in tone. Nor is the ardent or idealized love of women presented as straightforwardly admirable, or condemned as escapist fantasy or naïve wish-fulfilment. Tennyson’s Elaine is, in some senses, submissive, and dies for love, but she also boldly defies custom and decorum in the absoluteness of her declared passion for Lancelot. And Keats, in rendering the emotions and behaviour of Madeline on St Agnes’ Eve, is alert both to the dangers and pains and the attractions of dream-like love-fantasy. In Amy Levy’s depiction, Xantippe (the proverbial ‘type’ of the shrewish wife) honestly admits the conflict between her recognition of Socrates’ great mental powers, and the fact that she finds him physically undesirable. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath might seem simply to embody male fears of a shrew endowed with formidable sexual appetites, but she displays a subversively challenging energy, and constantly surprising range of emotional susceptibilities which belie this stereotype. Chaucer’s Criseyde – notorious for her infidelity – displays a genuine uncertainty about her own motives and feelings, and a painful realization of the cost of her behaviour, together with self-delusion and specious self-justification. Milton’s Dalilah justifies her notorious betrayal of Samson with an eloquence and cogency which demonstrate the inextricable intertwining of passion, deception and self-delusion. Pope’s Penelope is the archetype of the loyal, enduring wife, but also displays hard-headed resourcefulness and cunning in her demand for proof positive that the stranger claiming to be her long-lost husband is indeed Ulysses. Chaucer’s Griselda accepts her husband’s behaviour without recrimination, but does so with a clearsighted and unsentimental recognition of Walter’s appalling harshness to her. Cartwright’s Ariadne and Dryden’s Dido are depicted as lamenting victims, but they express their feelings not in a tone of helpless acceptance, but with formidable violence and vindictiveness towards the heroes who have deserted them. Shakespeare’s Juliet and Elizabeth Browning’s ‘Portuguese Lady’ seem to epitomize single-minded devotion to their lovers, but Juliet has misgivings about her premature revelation of her feelings to Romeo, and the Portuguese Lady expresses scepticism about the possibility of articulating her passion in the very act of making the attempt. Shakespeare’s Cleopatra gives rapturous expression to her feelings for an Antony who, many readers have felt, squares uncomfortably with the figure we see for ourselves, and is, perhaps, only a figment of her imagination – albeit a glorious one. Shakespeare’s Viola and Spenser’s Britomart both appear at first sight confidently resourceful heroines, yet we witness the great pain and insecurity that both suffer in their love. Elizabeth Browning’s Aurora Leigh seems the self-reliant, feminist rationalist, yet comes to believe that her own assertions of independence are tainted with self-regard, and a lack of truth to her own most acutely felt emotions.

The love depicted in this anthology is, frequently, an unruly and intractable emotion, more productive of pain, frustration, fear and turmoil than of happiness or equanimity. It confounds other human bonds and moral imperatives: friendship, family, loyalty, self-esteem, common sense, and the demands of society and religion. Nahum Tate’s Medea, for example, is torn between her desire for Jason and her sense of loyalty to her father’s kingdom. Webster’s Duchess of Malfi, in love with her steward, is conscious that the promptings of her heart conflict with her aristocratic status. Dryden’s Sigismonda defiantly defends her sexual needs, and her love for Guiscardo, against her father’s powerfully stated opposition. The same poet’s Myrrha is thrown by her incestuous desire for her father into direct conflict with all ‘normal’ moral and human impulses. Fairfax’s Erminia is forced to compromise her own Moslem religion because of her love for the crusader knight, Tancred. Byron’s Francesca da Rimini falls in love with her own brother-in-law, and is punished in Hell for her transgression. The passion of Marlowe’s Hero for the young Leander forces her to forget her vow of chastity as ‘Venus’ Nun’. Shakespeare’s Helena feels demeaned by her ‘unwomanly’ desire to court the reluctant Demetrius. Clare’s milkmaid, Dolly, is seduced by gifts from a country fair, and loses her virginity. Browning’s Ottima is prompted to murder by the power of her passion, and loves Sebald all the more for his complicity in her crime. Pope’s Andromache is led by forebodings about her own future to compromise her husband Hector’s obligations as protector and champion of his native Troy. Eloisa’s love for Abelard causes her to subsume into her passion the religious feelings to which she should be primarily devoted. Guinevere’s adultery with Lancelot destroys the civilization of the Round Table. And, like Helen of Troy, Guinevere is fully aware of the wider cost of her personal infidelity.

Women in love are shown in this anthology to be particularly vulnerable to the vicissitudes of time: love can alter, and its subjects thus feel with a heightened vividness the pains of mutability and mortality which affect all human beings. Byron’s Haidée and Shakespeare’s Juliet manifest and articulate the fragility and vulnerability of young love with particular poignancy and delicacy. Crabbe’s widow suggests that amatory passion may, indeed, be altogether inimical to enduringly satisfactory relations between man and woman. Pope’s Clarissa reminds her friends that youthful flirtatiousness and beauty must mature into something deeper if a woman is to preserve any respect and sanity in later life.

Throughout the anthology, love is seen as a greater power than that of the individual (usually male) figures who arouse the passions and desires of the heroines. Shakespeare’s Venus, the goddess of love herself, appeals to the universal beneficence of her power (as manifested in the attraction of Adonis’ horse to a young mare in heat), but simultaneously displays its more disturbing aspect in her impotent passion for the stubbornly resistant boy. Her frustrations are in keeping with the spirit of the whole collection, which, in its cumulative implications, is decidedly anti-utopian, and suggests that there are no easy or comprehensive solutions to the difficulties and pains of human existence – of which the condition of love offers an exemplary instance. The ‘mutuality’ which is sometimes offered as an ideal to which human relations should aspire, is seen, in this anthology, as a seldom-attainable ideal. In his ‘Franklin’s Tale’, Chaucer recognizes that love can never be sustained by the dominance of one party over the other:


Love will not be constrained by mastery;

When mastery cometh, the God of Love anon

Beateth his wings, and, farewell, he is gone!



But Chaucer’s own narratives show that love-relationships without some attempt at ‘mastery’ are rare. And he and his fellow poets indicate that other human qualities – good humour, forbearance and forgiveness – must counterbalance overwhelming desire, if relations between lovers are to achieve even a temporary stability. For Milton, full mutuality between human partners was only achievable during the blessed short period before the Fall. Shelley could only imagine such a union in a mysterious realm of Platonic ideals beyond everyday words and experience. The passion of love, this collection suggests, is a phenomenon in which, as in life itself, pleasures are inextricably linked with pains, and which requires tolerance and endurance, sometimes of a heroic nature, from those experiencing its power.

Note on Texts and Annotation

Since this anthology is designed for the general reader, texts are presented in as accessible a form as possible, with the minimum of editorial apparatus. Spelling and punctuation are modernized and normalized, even in the cases of Chaucer and Spenser. The endnotes (keyed to the separate line-numbering of each extract) are designed to explain those words, phrases and references which are most likely to puzzle modern readers. Brief headnotes provide concise indications of the context and subject-matter of each extract, but no attempt has been made to summarize the longer narratives from which many of the extracts are taken – for which readers should consult the standard reference books.

We would like to thank Tom Mason and Myra Stokes for their advice during the preparation of this anthology, and to dedicate the collection to Kate and James, our daughter and son.

Andromache

Andromache, fearful of her husband Hector’s fate, attempts to dissuade him from re-entering the battle before the walls of Troy.



	‘Too daring prince! Ah, whither dost thou run?

	 



	Ah too forgetful of thy wife and son*!

	 



	And think’st thou not how wretched we shall be,

	 



	A widow I, an helpless orphan he!

	 



	For sure such courage length of life denies,

	5



	And thou must fall, thy virtue’s sacrifice.

	 



	Greece in her single heroes strove in vain;

	 



	Now hosts oppose thee, and thou must be slain!

	 



	Oh grant me, gods, ere Hector meets his doom,

	 



	All I can ask of heaven, an early tomb!

	10



	So shall my days in one sad tenor* run,

	 



	And end with sorrows as they first begun.

	 



	No parent now remains my griefs to share,

	 



	No father’s aid, no mother’s tender care.

	 



	The fierce Achilles* wrapped our walls in fire,

	15



	Laid Thebè* waste, and slew my warlike sire!

	 



	His fate compassion in the victor bred;

	 



	Stern as he was, he yet revered the dead,

	 



	His radiant arms preserved from hostile spoil,

	 



	And laid him decent* on the funeral pile;

	20



	Then raised a mountain where his bones were burned,

	 



	The mountain nymphs the rural tomb adorned,

	 



	Jove’s sylvan daughters* bade their elms bestow

	 



	A barren shade, and in his honour grow.

	 



	By the same arm my seven brave brothers fell,

	25



	In one sad day beheld the gates of hell,

	 



	While the fat herds and snowy flocks they fed,

	 



	Amid their fields the hapless* heroes bled!

	 



	My mother lived to bear the victor’s bands,

	 



	The queen of Hippoplacia’s* sylvan lands;

	30



	Redeemed too late, she scarce beheld again

	 



	Her pleasing empire and her native plain,

	 



	When, ah, oppressed by life-consuming woe,

	 



	She fell a victim to Diana’s* bow.

	 



	Yet while my Hector still survives, I see

	35



	My father, mother, brethren, all, in thee.

	 



	Alas! my parents, brothers, kindred, all,

	 



	Once more will perish if my Hector fall.

	 



	Thy wife, thy infant, in thy danger share:

	 



	Oh prove a husband’s and a father’s care!

	40



	That quarter most the skilful Greeks annoy,

	 



	Where yon wild fig trees join the wall of Troy:

	 



	Thou, from this tower defend th’ important post;

	 



	There Agamemnon* points his dreadful host,

	 



	That pass Tydides*, Ajax* strive to gain,

	45



	And there the vengeful Spartan* fires his train.

	 



	Thrice our bold foes the fierce attack have given,

	 



	Or* led by hopes, or dictated from heaven.

	 



	Let others in the field their arms employ,

	 



	But stay my Hector here, and guard his Troy.’

	50



	The chief replied, ‘That post shall be my care,

	 



	Not that alone, but all the works of war.

	 



	How would the sons of Troy, in arms renowned,

	 



	And Troy’s proud dames whose garments sweep the ground

	 



	Attaint* the lustre of my former name,

	55



	Should Hector basely quit the field of fame?

	 



	My early youth was bred to martial pains,

	 



	My soul impels me to th’ embattled plains;

	 



	Let me be foremost to defend the throne,

	 



	And guard my father’s glories, and my own.

	60



	Yet come it will, the day decreed by fates –

	 



	How my heart trembles while my tongue relates! –

	 



	The day when thou, imperial Troy, must bend,

	 



	And see thy warriors fall, thy glories end!

	 



	And yet no dire presage* so wounds my mind,

	65



	My mother’s death, the ruin of my kind,

	 



	Not Priam’s hoary* hairs defiled with gore,

	 



	Not all my brothers gasping on the shore,

	 



	As thine, Andromache, thy griefs I dread;

	 



	I see thee trembling, weeping, captive led!

	70



	In Argive* looms our battles to design,

	 



	And woes, of which so large a part was thine!

	 



	To bear the victor’s hard commands, or bring

	 



	The weight of waters from Hyperia’s* spring.

	 



	There, while you groan beneath the load of life,

	75



	They cry, ‘‘Behold the mighty Hector’s wife!’’

	 



	Some haughty Greek, who lives thy tears to see,

	 



	Embitters all thy woes by naming me.

	 



	The thoughts of glory past, and present shame,

	 



	A thousand griefs shall waken at the name!

	80



	May I lie cold before that dreadful day,

	 



	Pressed with a load of monumental clay*!

	 



	Thy Hector, wrapped in everlasting sleep,

	 



	Shall neither hear thee sigh, nor see thee weep.’

	 




Alexander Pope (1688–1744), translated from Homer’s Iliad, Book VI
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