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Introduction





Walter Ralegh, courtier, soldier, explorer and travel writer, captivated a nation. Low-born but high-playing, this glamorous ‘great Lucifer’ beguiled, amused and sometimes infuriated a queen. But after Elizabeth died, Ralegh paid dearly for his charisma. He was forty-nine when James I locked him in the Tower. For over a decade, people came and gazed at the celebrity prisoner strolling the ramparts. Finally, at sixty-two, he was executed. No one really knows why James was so against him, but his rise and fall made him a perfect emblem of the human condition for that tragedy-conscious age.


 But he was a poet, too. In the first half of this book are poems by him, or poems people believed were his. Some of them are among the best-loved poems of Elizabeth’s day. Poems like ‘As You Came from the Holy Land’ and ‘The Passionate Man’s Pilgrimage’ (Nos 5 and 6) may not in fact be by Ralegh, but the vivid, ballad-like drama in them, the urgent relation to the reader, the music, rich imagery, loneliness, passion, wit and faith, tell us what qualities people associated with Ralegh, and point to his perceived identity as poet as well as man.


Rather than suggesting a chronology, I have arranged the poems in a way which I hope lets them speak to each other. We begin with ‘Nature that Washed her Hands in Milk’ because I love the surprise and cheek of that first image, and the quick movement of feeling all through. It seems to me to encapsulate his energy. It is a love poem and we know Ralegh risked his career by marrying secretly the Queen’s lady-in-waiting, Bess Throckmorton. Five years later the Queen found out and sent them both, for a while, to the Tower. Did Ralegh write this poem for his beloved wife? At one level it doesn’t matter. A good love poem may be words for a particular person, but like all good poems they are also self-delighting, words playing with love in such a way as to renew the reader’s own experience. Still, this poem meant a lot to Ralegh for before his death he reworked its last stanza into the poem of religious faith, No. 40, which I have put at the end of his own section.


Except for the mysterious Ocean fragments, Nos 8 and 9, the poems in between shimmer with wit, control, quick grace, imagination, vitality and vivid confidence. Ralegh loves the weight and echo of words. Succeeding lines echo each other’s interiors (‘In vain, mine eyes, in vain you waste your tears./ In vain, my sighs, the smokes of my despaires’). Words see-saw against and balance each other in the centre of a line. ‘Then had my love my love for ever been.’ ‘Her eyes he would should be of light.’ ‘I loved myself because myself loved you.’ The symmetry of that line makes it a perfect V. ‘Because’, at the centre at the bottom, joins ‘I’ at the beginning to ‘you’ at the end. ‘Loved myself ’ and ‘myself loved’ make a self-ironic mirror between.


He does this all deceptively lightly but the stakes were high and behind every word is an obsessingly precarious relationship to an all-important you. Not his wife, but the Queen. Today’s poets write to Arts Councils, universities and the media, chasing grants, salaries, reviews. Elizabeth’s poets, in a Wnely calibrated game of snakes-and-ladders, courted a capricious and skilled political mistress, a highly intelligent but easily aVronted single woman.


The ladders led to estates, appointments, monopolies – Ralegh made his fortune by courting Elizabeth and his first wealth came from a patent to export broadcloth – but snakes led to the Tower, to the executioner’s block. And so all poetry at her court had a high-tensile political dimension, a lethal echo-chamber. The heady, dangerous relationship with the Queen, and the poet’s sense of these dangers, convert Ralegh’s images of joy and light to night, death and loss. These are poems written by someone living on, and imagining on, a knife edge between eroticism, politesse, ambition and despair.


Ralegh came from impoverished gentry and began with nothing but his natural gifts. Born around 1553 in a house near Exmouth which is still a working farmhouse, he ‘spoke broad Devonshire all his life’, though he also knew Spanish, French and probably Italian. The many stories about his real-life relations with the Queen suggest intelligent intimacy enjoyed by both for years. When she bet him that he could not weigh smoke, he weighed some tobacco, smoked it, then weighed the ash and said the difference between the weight of tobacco and ash was the weight of the smoke. Paying up, she said she’d heard of men who turned gold into smoke but he was the first to turn smoke into gold.


But in 1584, when he was over thirty, a magnetic and ultraaristocratic teenager appeared at court. The Earl of Essex was fifteen years younger and powerfully connected. By 1587, when Elizabeth desperately needed a new distraction because Parliament was forcing her to sign Mary’s death warrant, Essex became Ralegh’s serious rival for the Queen’s attention. Poem No. 21 is supposedly Ralegh’s response. Ralegh had no network of powerful connections behind him. He depended entirely on his relationship with the Queen. Worse, when he was over forty, she imprisoned him in the Tower for marrying. He did bounce back but it was increasingly hard to keep his feet against rivals.


Poetically, though, out of this all-important relationship with Elizabeth, Ralegh created a chivalrous tonality which, rather than turning smoke to gold, turned the feverish, super-sophisticated sexuality of that court to an almost post-modernly ironic reverence. ‘I found myself the cause of all my smart./ And told myself, Myself to slay I will./ Yet when I saw myself to you was true,/ I loved myself, because myself loved you.’


But I feel there is another passionate relationship behind his poetry, with something less fickle: the Latin language. Ralegh was a passionate scholar. He took books with him everywhere on his travels and also to the Tower, where he wrote a History of the World threaded with his own verse translations from ancient poems – such as No. 39 – which breathe his sensitivity to the original Latin. From Catullus, for instance. ‘The sun may set and rise/ But we, contrariwise/ Sleep after our short light/ One everlasting night.’ You hear in these lines a deep love for the original, as well as the pleasure of rising to a verbal challenge. Classical Latin poetry revels in symmetry, and I think is a driving inspiration behind Ralegh’s own gift.


Poem No. 5, ‘As You Came from the Holy Land’, is a version of a famous English song, the Walsingham Ballad. The original conjured a pilgrim journey to the Virgin’s shrine. Later versions changed this to a quest for a lost girlfriend. In Hamlet, Shakespeare changed the sexes: in Ophelia’s song it is a girl who has lost her lover, a pilgrim with a cockle hat, staV and ‘sandal shoon’.


Whether No. 5 was really by Ralegh or not, it suggests three themes which popular imagination connected with him as a poet. The first is ‘sorrow’, one of the commonest nouns in Ralegh’s poems. Melancholy was a favourite Elizabethan pose but comes to Ralegh’s pen suspiciously easily. ‘Love likes not the falling fruit/ From the withered tree’: you get a sense of how tense and self-suspicious this poet is, how aware of his own precariousness. Life is a walk along a crust of barely cooled lava: he might fall in at any moment. You feel the shining words might crackle and darken like taffeta if you touched them. The flip side of success is a total blackness. The second theme is the journey, which powers No. 6, too, ‘The Passionate Man’s Pilgrimage’, supposedly written the night before Ralegh was due to be executed. I shall come back to Ralegh’s public association not only with pilgrimage but also with sea journeys, like his voyage to Guiana undertaken for another Virgin, the Queen.


Thirdly, erotic love. Aubrey, in his Brief Lives, says Ralegh ‘loved a wench well’ but there is no contemporary evidence for wenching as there is for him risking his career for his wife. Yet all his poetry is, in a way, a form of dangerous courtship and one of its hallmarks is passion.


Life as well as poetry at court turned on a constant response to other people, and so the second half of this book is poems by other people: by Ralegh’s friends and rivals. It Includes poems by Elizabeth, who had to keep control of her courtful of poetically competing males. Poetry was part of her armoury as well as theirs: they were all at it. One story about Ralegh and Elizabeth says it all. ‘Fain would I climb, yet fear I to fall,’ he supposedly wrote on a glass window. (What with, one wonders.) The Queen replied beneath, ‘If thy heart fails thee, climb not at all.’ Whatever tool Ralegh was using on the glass, she had one too. Her reply commands, addresses, hints at possible rewards but caps his line by rhyming it, reminding him who’s boss.


The poets in this second half of the selection worked in very different ways and their poems served different functions. Diehard court poets did not usually publish their poems. A court poem had other things to do than get read by the public. It was social self-assertion, a means of showing off. Court poetry was an answering game and there were no innocent readers. Poems were bejewelled statements aimed at someone else, often packaged in the dative (grammatically, the ‘giving’ case, denoting ‘to’ and ‘for’; ‘to’ is all over the Contents list). Titles were often vocative – the ‘calling on’ or ‘addressing’ case. ‘Madam, but Mark the Labours of Our Life’. Many are in imperative mode. ‘Now Leave and Let Me Rest’. Men wrote poems ‘for’ the Queen and ‘to’ each other. The driving force was wit. As in No. 35, answered by No. 60.


Many poems of this second half are ‘reply poems’. Some reply to Ralegh. Several men wrote jealous poems in answer to his poem ‘The Lie’ (No. 3). No. 49 may be Essex responding to something personal and direct from Ralegh with a stream of patronising artifice. Sometimes Ralegh’s poem is the answer, as in No. 21. In No. 44, the Queen gives an elegantly reassuring reply. Despite her new attachment to Essex, she does like Ralegh, really. No. 23, though, is a reply to one of the loveliest of English love poems, No. 42. Whether 23 is by Ralegh or not, it reflects the way that all of Ralegh’s writing, prose and poetry, lives not only off rich imagery but also off immediate physical detail. This is true of his travel writing too. ‘We stayed awhile to dry our shirts, which with the heat hung very wet and heavy on our shoulders,’ he writes in The Discovery of Guyana.


These are mainly court poems but we should remember their violent context. Their poets knew how to kill. There are thirteen of them here, twelve men and one woman. Only three or four were not physically responsible for deaths of other people. Four, including Ralegh, died by the sword or the axe. War was part of a gentleman’s education. Ralegh was very good at it, meaning ruthless. He first saw battle at the age of fifteen, in France. As captain for Lord Grey, colonising Ireland, he helped capture the town of Smerwick. The English agreed an unconditional surrender but then launched into a massacre which horrified Europe. To keep your sword sharp, recommended massacre technique was a light stroke to the neck or jab in the belly, which also ensured lingering death. As Seamus Heaney remembers in his poem ‘Ocean’s Love to Ireland’, Ralegh and his colleagues worked their way like this through six hundred terrified men.


Between 1580 and 1590, Ralegh acquired vast lands in Ireland and killed thousands of people. Yet he later wrote, ‘The miseries of war are never so many and bitter as when a whole nation, or great part of it, forsaking their own seats, labour to root out the established possessors of another land.’ It is as if Robert Lowell fought in Vietnam, led the My Lai massacre and then, from a luxury villa bought on his war profits, wrote eloquently on the suVerings of South East Asia.


Ralegh fought as a soldier but reflected on his actions as a historian and a poet. The ability to separate the two was encouraged by the age, and particularly by the court. The poets here who are major figures in English literature today did not live at court. Sidney is the only aristocrat. Spenser did not make it as a courtier. (Urged by Ralegh, the Queen appointed Spenser Poet Laureate, but he died in penury.) Professional poets were not soldiers but entertainers: in music, like Campion, or theatre like Marlowe and Shakespeare. Ben Jonson, twenty years younger than Ralegh, began as a not-very-good actor, then fell into writing plays. Of the poets here, only Jonson and Marlowe lived by the pen.


Ralegh was a court poet but kept a strong sense of where he came from and what lay at his heart. He settled in the place he came from, the West Country. He wanted to buy the house at Hayes Barton where he was born, where he lived till he was twelve. When I went to look at it, the family which lives there showed me a photocopy of the letter he wrote, trying (and failing) to buy it. ‘For the natural disposition I have to that place being borne in that house,’ he explains in a small flowing hand that seems to love the act of writing, ‘I had rather seat myself there than anywhere else.’


His wife, I think, was the centre of his emotional life. ‘You shall now receive (my deare wife) my last words in these last lines,’ he wrote to her before he died. ‘My love I send you that you may keep it when I am dead. I would not by my will present you with sorrowes (dear Besse) let them go to the grave with me and be buried in the dust. And seeing that it is not Gods will that I should see you any more in this life, beare it patiently, and with a heart like thy selfe.’ But poetry was his centre too. And here the person who most mattered was another poet, Edmund Spenser. The reply poems that bring us closest to Ralegh as a poet, when he is thinking about poetry in itself rather than as a tool, are Nos 10 and 11, commending The Faerie Queene. From the literary point of view, the most important thing Ralegh did in Ireland, one of the wildest parts of Elizabeth’s empire, was listen, and read his own work, to Edmund Spenser. Ralegh’s estate was near Spenser’s: Elizabeth wanted to keep them both on that island. Through the 1580s Ralegh had the chance to talk poetry properly, away from court where poetry was a weapon, and to think about poetry as it was, or could be, with someone who was giving his life to it. Ralegh recognised The Faerie Queene’s greatness; Spenser generously admired Ralegh’s ‘lofty Muse’ (No. 41). In Colin Clout’s Come Home Again (printed 1595, inscribed to Ralegh in 1591), Spenser depicted them both as shepherds ‘piping’ to each other in turn.


Spenser also addresses Ralegh as ‘shepheard of the Ocean’, which brings us back to that image of the journey. Spenser was responding to Ralegh’s sea expeditions but also, perhaps, to the way Ralegh’s images and allusions are fired by visions of elsewhere. Ralegh’s imagination was characteristically Elizabethan, based on the elsewhere, but his energy and ambition took his body where his mind and metaphors had gone. When he writes (No. 13), ‘She is that valley in Peru/ Whose summer ever lasteth,’ the foreign name has a weight it might not have from a poet using Peru as easy exoticism.


Above all, though, Spenser was responding to Ralegh’s most ambitious poetic project, ‘The Ocean’s Love to Cynthia’. This work is a mystery. All we have are the two fragments, Nos 8 and 9. No one knows when Ralegh wrote them. It must have been before Elizabeth died. Was there any more of this work? Again, no one knows. There is only this; and only one manuscript of it. Ralegh’s ‘Ocean’ poems divide critics. Some find the poetry sterile, others say it is Ralegh’s loveliest work and shows what a poet he could have been if he had not wasted his time colonising the Americas and fighting Armadas. I guess that when Spenser read him The Faerie Queene, and Ralegh encountered for the first time a truly original large-scale poem, he did what any poet would do – thought, Can I do something like that? When he saw ‘Homer’s sprite’ trembling at Spenser’s poem (No. 10), he dreamed of writing an epic himself: of finding a new poetic identity. He had lived by risk but had not written out of risk. firiting court poems, he risked things personally but not poetically; he was merely doing brilliantly what he knew he could do well. Now he hit on a new writing persona: Ocean, something enormous, something you cannot rely on but which takes you to new worlds. As for the all-important ‘you’ in his head, the Queen, that was easy: the virgin goddess, Diana or Cynthia, was also goddess of the moon who ruled the sea. ‘We should begin by such a parting light/ To write the story of all ages past/ And end the same before the approaching night.’


In the generous sense of forwarding the craft which often grows between poets sharing their work, this idea would have excited Spenser too. All poets are interested in new ways of doing things. Both, in very diVerent ways, were trying to write great poetry on a large scale, to honour the same Queen. But then Ralegh’s relation to the Queen turned to nightmare. In 1592, while Ralegh was (I imagine) still considering his epic, Elizabeth discovered his marriage and sent him to the Tower. His dream became catastrophe, the grandeur became grand self-pity. What came out was a kaleidoscopic howl with no clear movement. Formless poetry, from a poet who had always kept control. ‘To seek new worlds for gold, for praise, for glory,/ To try desire, to try love sever’d far,/ When I was gone, she sent her memory,/ More strong than were ten thousand ships of war.’


Long after, when Elizabeth was dead, Ralegh petitioned Queen Anne in a poem (No. 17) which re-used the first two stanzas of No. 9, then skipped to the words where No. 9 broke off and developed them. In a poem with a purpose, like asking another queen for help, he could refind control and structure. But the ‘Ocean’ poems themselves seethe like stormy sea, with rich chaotic imagery, irregular metre, Xuctuating stanza lengths. Incompleteness is their heart.


Maybe that was the point. Maybe Ralegh wanted to show to what tatters the moon who ruled his personal sea had reduced him. The poem is in bits, like himself. It is, like himself, a thing that could have been.


I like to think he never wrote the twenty other books and these fragments are a Borges-like fiction, wildly ahead of its time. But they may be the poetic equivalent of the lost colony he sent to North Carolina, remnants from an experiment which did not work.


Ralegh’s ‘Ocean’ poetry is all over the place. But so is ocean. And so, physically and emotionally, was Ralegh too. A tireless traveller, determined, mercurial, full of curiosity, he was passionate in everything he did. ‘What is our life?’ he says in No. 2. ‘A play of passion’, the ‘Ocean’ fragments are unique in his work because they are passion without play. But they are the exception that proves the rule. In his other poems what you get is play and passion both.


RUTH PADEL
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