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      Everyman’s Poetry

      
      Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide

      Sir Walter Ralegh

      The Poems, with other Verse from the Court of Elizabeth I

      Selected and edited by MARTIN DODSWORTH
Royal Holloway, University of London
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Chronology of Ralegh’s Life





	Year

	Age

	Life




	 
	 
	 



	1554

	 
	Born at Hayes, Devon, his father’s youngest son by his second wife, herself the mother of two older boys by a previous marriage




	 
	 
	 



	1572

	18

	At Oriel College, Oxford, where he probably spent three years in all




	 
	 
	 



	1575

	21

	At the Inns of Court, London, transferring from Lyon’s Inn to the Middle Temple




	 
	 
	 



	1576

	22

	First appearance in print: the commendatory poem for The Steel Glass by George Gascoigne, a friend of his half-brother, Sir Humphrey Gilbert





	 
	 
	 



	1578

	24

	Captains a ship in Gilbert’s unsuccessful attempt to discover the Northwest Passage to China




	 
	 
	 



	1580

	26

	Military service in Ireland under the Lord Deputy, Lord Gray. Present at the slaughterous siege of Smerwick and returns to London with papers retrieved there




	 
	 
	 



	1581

	27

	Returns briefly to Ireland; probable first meeting with Edmund Spenser. Back in London by end of year




	 
	 
	 



	1582

	28

	In favour with Elizabeth I; accompanies the Duke of Anjou on his return to Antwerp




	 
	 
	 



	1583

	29

	Granted profitable patent to license retailers of wine




	 
	 
	 



	1584

	30

	Granted patent to seek new lands, and sponsors first voyage to America; also given a patent for broadcloth export. Sits in his first Parliament





	 
	 
	 



	1585

	31

	Knighted by Elizabeth. First attempt to establish colony in ‘Virginia’ (North Carolina). Appointed Steward of the Duchy of Cornwall and Warden of the Stannaries (Cornish tin 





	 
	 
	 



	1586

	32

	Grant of considerable lands in Ireland. Member of Parliament again. Becomes Captain of the Queen’s Guard about this time




	 
	 
	 



	1587

	33

	Lord Lieutenant of Cornwall; still occupied with colonization project for ‘Virginia’




	 
	 
	 



	1588

	34

	Marries Elizabeth Throckmorton without the Queen’s knowledge. Serves in the English Channel against the Spanish Armada




	 
	 
	 



	1589

	35

	Withdraws from the Virginia colony project. Visits Ireland briefly, meets with Spenser and brings him to court at end of year




	 
	 
	 



	1591

	37

	Charged with responsibility of defence against Spanish attack. His kinsman, Sir Richard Grenville, dies on the Revenge in battle against the Spaniards and is commemorated in a tract on the encounter by Ralegh





	 
	 
	 



	1592

	38

	Elizabeth learns of Ralegh’s marriage, summons him back from a privateering expedition and puts both him and his wife in the Tower of London for a couple of months





	 
	 
	 



	1593

	39

	Serves once more as Member of Parliament. Birth of his son Walter




	 
	 
	 



	1594

	40

	Elizabeth authorizes his continuing ventures against Spain




	 
	 
	 



	1595

	41

	Voyage to ‘Guiana’ – the Orinoco basin




	 
	 
	 



	1596

	42

	Publishes The Discovery … of Guiana; with Essex in storming of Cadiz





	 
	 
	 



	1597

	43

	Resumes his duties as Captain of the Guard; takes part in unsuccessful raiding voyage to the Azores; seizes the island of Fayal





	 
	 
	 



	1598

	44

	Member of Parliament again




	 
	 
	 



	1600

	46

	Made Governor of Jersey




	 
	 
	 



	1601

	47

	Sits (for last time) in Parliament




	 
	 
	 



	1603

	49

	Loses his patents and offices on accession of James. Convicted of high treason on no evidence; death sentence commuted to imprisonment




	 
	 
	 



	1603–

	49–

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1616

	62

	A prisoner in the Tower of London, occupied in chemical and pharmacological experiments, in writing and in a successful campaign to win favour with James’s consort, Anne of Denmark, and their eldest son, Prince Henry





	 
	 
	 



	1614

	60

	Ralegh’s History of the World published and suppressed by James





	 
	 
	 



	1616

	62

	Released from the Tower to prepare for an expedition to Guiana




	 
	 
	 



	1617

	63

	The Guiana voyage proves disastrous. Ralegh loses his son Walter




	 
	 
	 



	1618

	64

	On his return home, put under arrest. Attempts escape to France. The death sentence of 1603 is revived. Executed 29 October







Chronology of his Times





	Year

	Artistic Events

	Historical Events




	 
	 
	 



	1554

	 
	Queen Mary of England marries Philip of Spain




	 
	 
	 



	1557

	
Tottel’s Miscellany

(Songs and Sonnets) by Wyatt, Surrey et al


	 



	 
	 
	 



	1558

	 
	Death of Mary; accession of Elizabeth I




	 
	 
	 



	1559

	Mirror for Magistrates

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1560

	Geneva Bible is published

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1561

	Hoby’s translation of Castiglione’s The Courtier

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1569

	 
	Northern Rebellion crushed




	 
	 
	 



	1570

	Ascham, The Schoolmaster

	Elizabeth excommunicated




	 
	 
	 



	1576

	Building of the first playhouse in London

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1577

	Sidney, ‘Old’ Arcadia begun

	Drake starts voyage round world




	 
	 
	 



	1578

	Lyly, Euphues

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1579

	Spenser, The Shepheardes Calender

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1585

	 
	Leicester leads expedition to Netherlands




	 
	 
	 



	1586

	 
	Sidney dies at Zutphen




	 
	 
	 



	1587

	 
	
Mary Queen of Scots executed

Drake at Cadiz





	 
	 
	 



	1588

	Shakespeare’s earliest plays performed

	Defeat of Spanish Armada




	 
	 
	 



	1589

	Hakluyt, Principal Navigations

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1590

	
Marlowe, Tamburlaine

Sidney, ‘New’ Arcadia

Spenser, Faerie Queene, i–iii


	 



	 
	 
	 



	1591

	Sidney, Astrophil and Stella

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1593

	Shakespeare, Venus and Adonis

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1594

	Shakespeare, Lucrece

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1595

	Spenser, Amoretti

	Drake and Hawkins die in unsuccessful West Indies voyage




	 
	 
	 



	1596

	
Sidney, Apology for Poetry

Spenser, Faerie Queene, iv–vi


	Spanish capture Calais




	 
	 
	 



	1597

	Bacon, Essays

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1598

	Marlowe, Hero and Leander

	
Rebellion in Ireland

Philip of Spain dies





	 
	 
	 



	1599

	 
	Essex fails as Lord Deputy in Ireland; returns, is imprisoned




	 
	 
	 



	1600

	Shakespeare, Hamlet acted

	East India Company founded




	 
	 
	 



	1601

	 
	Essex rebels and is executed




	 
	 
	 



	1603

	 
	Death of Elizabeth I; accession of James I




	 
	 
	 



	1604

	 
	Peace with Spain




	 
	 
	 



	1605

	Bacon, Advancement of Learning

	Gunpowder Plot defeated




	 
	 
	 



	1607

	 
	English colony established in Virginia




	 
	 
	 



	1608

	Shakespeare, Coriolanus acted

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1609

	 
	
Oath of Allegiance

Truce in Netherlands





	 
	 
	 



	1611

	Authorized Version of the Bible

	 



	 
	 
	 



	1612

	 
	Death of Prince Henry




	 
	 
	 



	1613

	 
	Marriage of Princess Elizabeth to Elector Palatine




	 
	 
	 



	1616

	Jonson, Works

	 




All dates for books and plays are those of publication unless otherwise stated.


      
      Introduction

      In his Worthies of England the seventeenth-century writer Thomas Fuller tells several stories about Sir Walter Ralegh. One of them is the famous tale
         of his winning favour by spreading his cloak over a puddle that stood in the way of the Queen as she walked out. Another far
         more plausible story has Ralegh at court, uncertain as to his prospects of rising there, writing with a diamond on a window
         where Elizabeth would see it the single line ‘Fain would I climb, yet fear I to fall’. According to Fuller, the Queen coming
         across it wrote underneath: ‘If thy heart fails thee, climb not at all’. The put-down, tough and challenging at the same time,
         seems fully characteristic of the remarkable woman who ruled England and a court full of ambitious men with equal success
         for more than forty years. That it should be in verse says something about the way in which she ruled that court, imposing
         a standard of ‘civilized’ conduct on men whose passions were often violent and just as frequently self-centred. But of course
         it is the frankness with which Ralegh announces his desire to ‘climb’ that is most striking; it hits off the man and his environment
         to perfection. It was a hard and ruthless world, for all its veneer of civilization. It is hard not to think of Donne’s satire
         ‘The Progress of the Soul’:
      

      

	Fish chaseth fish, and all,

	 



	Flyer and follower, in this whirlpool fall;

	 



	O might not states of more equality

	 



	Consist? and is it of necessity

	 



	That thousand guiltless smalls, to make one great, must die?

	 




      Ralegh, we can be sure, did not intend to be one of the ‘smalls’ who would die. He was an adventurer and always gambled for
         high stakes. In one sense, he had to. He was a younger son of a respectable gentry family which could not put great means
         at his disposal. If he was to succeed he could rely on himself alone. And he did succeed. He won the Queen’s favour, lost
         it and regained it. At his height, he was a very rich man. He owned thousands of acres in Ireland, drew a good income from the various offices the Queen gave him, lived in a fine London house which she had leased
         to him. He invested heavily in voyages of discovery and privateering (the two were not easy to distinguish) and went to sea
         himself when Elizabeth permitted it. He set up the first colony in North America; it failed, but the dream of wealth stayed
         with him and when he died it was as the result of another attempt to make money from colonization, this time in ‘Guiana’,
         the basin of the Orinoco in present-day Venezuela which he had first visited in 1595.
      

      He was a man of action, but not only that. He was a courtier and a parliamentarian, a poet and a thinker. His philosophy was
         tried by two spells in the Tower of London, the second one lasting for more than twelve years, during which he wrote an enormous
         History of the World besides other tracts, at the same time conducting experiments in chemistry and pharmacology. His first imprisonment there
         had been the result of his secret marriage to Elizabeth Throckmorton, a marriage which had enraged the Queen and brought him
         close to destruction. The tenderness which he displayed in his letters to his wife and children thereafter is another important
         facet of this many-sided man. If he was an adventurer, he was not just an adventurer.
      

      But he was a climber, and poetry was one of the means by which he climbed. It was not enough for a courtier simply to be present
         at court. A man had to distinguish himself by his conduct and part of his distinction should be his skill in writing. In 1561,
         three years after Elizabeth had come to the throne, Sir Thomas Hoby published his translation of The Courtier by the Italian Baldassare Castiglione; this book set forth an ideal to which the hopeful courtier might aspire. ‘Let him
         much exercise himself in poets, and no less in orators and historiographers, and also in writing both rhyme and prose, and
         especially in this our vulgar tongue.’ Like Sir Philip Sidney, for whom he wrote an elegy, Ralegh took this advice to heart.
         The poems printed alongside his own in this volume suggest that, from a prudential point of view, he was right to do so. The
         rivalries of court expressed themselves, not exclusively but to a significant degree, in the verses courtiers wrote seeking
         the Queen’s favour. If answers survive to more than one of Ralegh’s poems, that is because in the game of courting Elizabeth’s
         favour they were important, and the game was more than a game. That Elizabeth herself should have written a poem in reply
         to one of Ralegh’s was a sign of exceptional favour; it was an act of power as much as, or even more than, a graceful literary exercise. The fact that
         many of the poems of Elizabeth’s courtiers trade in the familiar imagery of the Petrarchan love poem – hearts on fire, eyes
         that pierce, love that endures – should not blind us to the kind of favour that, beneath all this, was being sought: an estate
         in Northamptonshire, perhaps, or membership of the Privy Council (something Ralegh never achieved).
      

      Poetry was important as a means to an end, not in itself. That would seem to be what is implied by Ralegh’s poetry. The very
         difficulty we have in identifying which poems are his testifies to the author’s indifference to their fate once they had gained
         their end. It was, in any case, bad form to make too much of any gift; Castiglione’s courtier was ‘to seem not to mind the
         thing a man doth excellently well’. So Sir Philip Sidney’s poems went unpublished in his lifetime, as did Ralegh’s, with the
         exception of his commendatory poems for others. Ascriptions to him in manuscripts are notoriously unreliable, partly because
         his posthumous celebrity as a victim of the unreasonable wrath of James I attracted all kinds of rebellious and courtly poems
         to his name, partly because he never took care of his own manuscripts in his lifetime.
      

      It might seem from all this that Ralegh’s poetry must be devoid of poetic interest, that it could not be anything other than
         a collection of frigid conceits. And yet this is not the case. Ralegh’s poetry is forceful and convincing, frequently suggesting
         that where his ambition was his love lay also. ‘The Ocean’s Love to Cynthia’ is a good example. It was probably written at
         the time of the poet’s disgrace over his marriage, as an attempt to persuade the Queen that she was the woman Ralegh truly
         loved, however much the facts might seem against him. It must seem implausible that it should succeed, and yet it does:
      

      

	So, in the centre of my cloven heart,

	 



	My heart, to whom her beauties were such wonder,

	 



	Lies the sharp poison’d head of that love’s dart,

	 





      

	Which, till all break and all dissolve to dust,

	 



	Thence drawn it cannot be, or therein known.

	 




      The power of this verse lies partly in its emphases, the repetitions of ‘heart’ and ‘all’, the clotted stresses of ‘sharp poison’d dart’, partly in its runs of the briefest, hence most truthful, words – ‘Which, till all break and all …’ – partly in the very commonplace
         nature of its imagery which, by ‘wonder’, ‘dart’ and ‘dust’, suggests that the experience described is universal, does not
         need far-fetched similes to describe its disastrous totality. Whatever the means, this is a poetry that completely answers
         the test of feeling. ‘She is gone, she is lost! she is found, she is ever fair!’ There is something naked about this paradoxical
         assertion, something unformalized, unconventional, as we may discover if we compare it with, say, ‘thou met’st with things
         dying, I with things new-born’ from The Winter’s Tale or Pericles’ cry to his new-found daughter – ‘Thou that beget’st him that did thee beget’. This naked quality in ‘The Ocean’s
         Love to Cynthia’ is enhanced by the poem’s incompleteness, its false starts, its peterings-out, which may be products of art
         after all, rather than the marks of work in progress.
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