
379 
M8/d, 

Slo. 287 3 

THE DECLINE OF THE COUNTRY-HOUSE POEM IN ENGLAND: 

A STUDY IN THE HISTORY OF IDEAS 

DISSERTATION 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

University of North Texas in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

By 

Candice R. Harris, B.A., M.A. 

Denton, Texas 

August, 1988 



50-

Harris, Candice R., The Decline of the Countrv-House 

Poem in England: A Study in the History of Ideas. Doctor of 

Philosophy (English), August, 1988, 209 pp., 14 

illustrations, bibliography, 117 titles. 

This study discusses the evolution of the English 

country-house poem from its inception by Ben Jonson in "To 

Penshurst" to the present. It shows that in addition to 

stylistic and thematic borrowings primarily from Horace and 

Martial, traditional English values associated with the 

great hall and comitatus ideal helped define features of the 

English country-house poem, to which Jonson added the 

metonymical use of architecture. 

In the Jonsonian country-house poem, the country 

estate, exemplified by Penshurst, is a microcosm of the 

ideal English social organization characterized by inter-

dependence, simplicity, service, hospitality, and balance 

between the active and contemplative life. Those poems 

which depart from the Jonsonian ideal are characterized by 

disequilibrium between the active and contemplative life, 

resulting in the predominance of artifice, subordination of 

nature, and isolation of art from the community, as 

exemplified by Thomas Carew's "To Saxham" and Richard 

Lovelace1s "Amyntor1s Grove." 



Architectural features of the English country house are 

examined to explain the absence of the Jonsonian country-

house poem in the eighteenth century. The building 

tradition praised by Jonson gradually gave way to aesthetic 

considerations fostered by the professional architect and 

Palladian architecture, architectural patronage by the 

middle class, and change in identity of the country house as 

center of an interdependent community. 

The country-house poem was revived by W. B. Yeats in 

his poems in praise of Coole Park. In them Yeats reaffirms 

Jonsonian values. In contrast to the poems of Yeats, the 

country-house poems of Sacheverell Sitwell and John 

Hollander convey a sense of irretrievable loss of the 

Jonsonian ideal and isolation of the poet. 

Changing social patterns, ethical values, and 

aesthetics threaten the survival of the country-house poem, 

although the ideal continues to reflect a basic longing of 

humanity for a pastoral retreat where life is simple and 

innocent. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The characteristics of the English country-house, or 

country-estate, poem were first delineated by G. R. Hibbard 

in his seminal essay "The Country House Poem of the 

Seventeenth Century," in which he identifies a "thin" but 

significant tradition of poems in praise of the English 

country house and the values associated with it.1 Since the 

publication of his study, only a few other studies of the 

development of this genre have been undertaken, and the 

scope of these has been limited to poems written during the 

seventeenth century, although Hibbard, William A. McClung,2 

and Frederic Roth, Jr.,3 have acknowledged echoes of the 

genre in the work of Alexander Pope, John Dryden, and 

Charles Cotton. Other studies have discussed the literary 

and social influences on the development of the country-

house poem, but again these studies have been limited to 

poems written in English during the seventeenth century, and 

some have even somewhat misrepresented the main line of 

development by overemphasizing the extent to which the poems 

reflect the socio-political circumstances of the seventeenth 

century. No study has undertaken to trace the development 

of this genre from the seventeenth century to the present. 

Furthermore, no study has undertaken a comprehensive 
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exploration of the developments in English domestic 

architecture, particularly those occurring in the eighteenth 

century, which affected the design and function of the 

country house and thereby the country-house poem. 

The comprehensive study of the English country-house 

poem undertaken here reviews the classical and other 

antecedents and influences on the English country-house 

poem. It analyzes in detail the development of the genre in 

English from the prototype established by Ben Jonson in the 

early seventeenth century, along with poems written by 

Andrew Marvell, Thomas Carew, and others who modelled 

themselves to one degree or another on Jonson. In addition, 

it examines the architecture of the country house during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as it relates to the 

development of the genre. The study ends with a thorough 

analysis of the twentieth-century renaissance of the 

country-house poem, mainly reflected in the poetry of W. B. 

Yeats. 

The value of this comprehensive approach is that it 

demonstrates that the country-house poem has survived, with 

modifications, into the twentieth century despite the social 

and political forces which have worked against it. 

Moreover, it shows that the poem experienced something of a 

revival in Ireland in the work of W. B. Yeats, and to a 

lesser degree elsewhere. It indicates that even though this 

type of poem appears only sporadically after 1660, in 
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capable hands, it remains a powerful and viable poetic form. 

This study focuses on the body of country-house poems 

which define its essential features and the modifications of 

these. These poems include "To Penshurst" and "To Sir 

Robert Wroth" by Ben Jonson, "To Saxham" and "To My Friend 

G. N. from Wrest" by Thomas Carew, "Amyntor's Grove" by 

Richard Lovelace, and "Upon Appleton House" by Andrew 

Marvell. Other adaptations of the genre discussed in this 

study include Matthew Prior's "Down-Hall"; W. B. Yeats's 

"Upon a House," "Coole Park, 1929," and "Coole Park and 

Ballylee, 1931"; Sacheverell Sitwell's "Bolsover Castle"; 

and John Hollander's "Upon Apthorp House." Though they were 

written outside England about non-English houses, the poems 

of Yeats and Hollander clearly belong to the country-house 

tradition. Selected poems by Charles Cotton, John Dryden, 

and John Pomfret are used to illustrate the demise during 

the eighteenth century of the ideal concept of community, 

service, and open hospitality as they are reflected in the 

Jonsonian country-house poem. Robert Herrick's "A Country-

Life: to his Brother Thomas Herrick" and "A Panegyrick to 

Sir Lewis Pemberton" have been excluded from this study, "A 

Country-Life" because it is not about a country house, and 

"Pemberton" because it does not add anything to the model 

established by Jonson with "To Penshurst." 

The discussion of the literary background of the 

country-house poem includes a brief review of the influence 
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of the myth of the Golden Age on the motif underlying the 

genre. As this review shows, the Roman poets Martial and 

Horace exerted the strongest influence on the style of 

Jonson's "To Penshurst" and "Robert Wroth." In addition to 

the influence of these classical poets, the English country-

house poem contains some thematic elements which may be 

traced to the native English tradition, in particular, 

Anglo-Saxon heroic and lyric poetry. Although Anglo-Saxon 

poetry cannot be thought of as a "source" for or a direct 

influence on the country-house poem, the type clearly 

contains significant thematic parallels with Anglo-Saxon 

poetry with regard to the importance of place, that is, the 

great hall, the sense of community and belonging, and the 

interdependence which characterize the medieval social 

organization. Finally, the development of the country-house 

poem is linked to the general popularity of topographical 

poetry in England during the seventeenth century, the 

emergence of the country-house poem on the Continent, 

particularly in the Netherlands, and the popularity of 

emblematic poetry. 

This study analyzes in detail the characteristic 

features of the genre established in the poems of Jonson, as 

well as other seventeenth-century poets who worked in the 

genre and in some cases added a new dimension or direction 

to the tradition. Carew's "To Saxham" and Lovelace's 

"Amyntor1s Grove" are used to demonstrate modifications to 
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the form made during the seventeenth century. In addition, 

the poems discussed in this study are analyzed within the 

context of the debate concerning the merits of the 

contemplative and active life to reveal the changing 

conceptions of the place of art and the artist in society. 

In those poems designated "Jonsonian," equilibrium between 

the active and contemplative life is presented as the ideal 

for society and the individual. On the social level, the 

communal country estate epitomizes this ideal social order, 

which ultimately derives from the balance between the active 

and contemplative life in the individual, frequently 

symbolized by marriage. Those poems in which the active and 

contemplative exist in a state of disequilibrium, for 

example, Carew's "Saxham" and Lovelace's "Amyntor's Grove," 

reflect the beginning of the disintegration of the communal 

ideal characteristic of the Jonsonian country-house poem. 

The architectural context of the English country house 

during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is examined 

in depth to demonstrate how changes in the architecture of 

the English country house, as well as changes in the 

patronage of the architect, altered the traditional identity 

and function of the country house. In turn, these changes 

contributed to the scarcity of genuine country-house poems 

written during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The 

discussion of these changes occurring during the eighteenth 

century concludes, however, with the observation that one is 
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more likely to find the values espoused in the country-house 

poem encompassed in the English novel of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries than in the poetry. According to 

Richard Gill, 

Of all the available symbols of community, the 

outstanding one for the English novelist is 

obviously the country house. As an institution 

representing the structure and traditions of 

English society, it is a microcosm which has the 

advantage of being public and familiar, yet 

malleable enough to serve the protean interests of 

individual novelists.4 

Gill's observation about the enduring appeal of the 

country house as symbol helps explain its revival by Yeats. 

Of the country-house poems written in the twentieth century, 

those of Yeats are clearly the most successful because at 

Coole Park Yeats experienced a renewal of the ideals which 

Jonson had celebrated. In Sitwell's poem, however, the 

decay of Bolsover Castle suggests that neither the castle 

nor the communal spirit which was the true source of its 

splendor can be revived. The poems which follow those 

of Yeats bear out that the poet must learn to exist 

independent of the community instead of being an integral 

part of it. The academic community which provides the 

context of Hollander's poem has little in common with the 
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community celebrated by Jonson or Yeats. The quality of 

interdependence is severely restricted; nature has no part 

in this community, nor are the members of the community 

depicted as interdependent, except insofar as they share a 

sense of the "Western Past." This community perhaps more 

sharply emphasizes the isolation of the poet. The study 

demonstrates that where conditions approximate those of the 

Jonsonian ideal, as at Coole Park, the country-house poem 

may be revitalized. However, while nostalgia for a kind of 

pastoral Eden survives in many guises, changing social 

patterns, changing ethical values, and a changing aesthetic 

make it less and less likely that the country-house poem in 

the traditional Jonsonian pattern will survive. 



NOTES 

1 G. R. Hibbard, "The Country House Poem of the 
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Renaissance Poetry (Berkeley: U of California P, 1977). 

3 Frederic H. Roth, Jr., "'Heaven's Center, Nature's 

Lap1: A Study of the English Country-Estate Poem of the 

Seventeenth Century," diss., U of Virginia, 1974. 

4 Richard Gill, Happy Rural Seat: The English Country 

House and the Literary Imagination (New Haven and London: 

Yale UP, 1972) 14. 



CHAPTER II 

ANTECEDENTS OF THE ENGLISH COUNTRY-HOUSE POEM 

Consideration of the ancestry of the country-house poem 

is usually limited to its Latin predecessors, with 

acknowledgment of a lesser Greek influence. Frederic Roth, 

Jr., traces the theme of hospitality to the visit by 

Odysseus to the palace of Alcinoos in Books Six and Seven of 

The Odyssey.1 The motif that underlies the country-house 

poem is derivative of the archetypal myth of the Golden Age, 

insofar as the poem depicts a way of life in which man lives 

harmoniously with his fellows and with nature in an attempt 

to recreate the uncorrupted golden world. William A. 

McClung observes that the sponte sua motif of the myth of 

the Golden Age is incorporated into poems by Martial, later 

to be echoed by Ben Jonson and others.2 This motif was 

employed and modified by Virgil, largely through the in-

fluence of Hesiod's Works and Days. According to the myth, 

in the Golden Age, the earth gave forth her bounty 

spontaneously, abundantly, and freely because man's nature 

was uncorrupted. However, in the Georgics, Virgil, like 

Hesiod, alters this gratuitous bounty and attributes moral 

value to hard work and dutiful toil as ways for man to 

redeem himself and rejuvenate his environment.3 
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In Martial's "A Villa at Formiae" (Epigram X, 30)4 as 

well as in Jonson's "To Penshurst" the self-sacrifice of 

wild life for the tables of the estates praised may be seen 

as a variation of the sponte sua motif. That is, the 

wildlife imitate man's generous conduct, the epitome of 

which is represented by the lord of the estate. All others 

in the hierarchy follow his example. Martial's description 

of the fish that obey their keeper who calls them by name 

(11. 33-36) illustrates this variation on the motif. 

Moreover, that the example must be set by the lord is 

reinforced by the last two lines of the poem: "These 

pleasures doth their lord provide, / His servants have the 

joy of all" (11. 43-44). This variation of the theme is 

developed at even greater length by Jonson in "To 

Penshurst.11 

It is clear that the order, harmony, and bounty of 

Faustinus' estate in Martial's Epigram III, 58, "To Bassus" 

is not spontaneous. The generosity which pervades country 

life is not reflected in life in the city. The contrast of 

the working estate of Faustinus with the ostentatious, but 

barren, surburban estate of Bassus introduces other aspects 

of the indirect influence of the pastoral tradition on the 

country-house poem through the Georgics. The praise of 

country life in contrast to life in the city is a theme 

which Virgil incorporates in the Georaics as illustrated by 

the "O fortunatos . . . " passage (Book II, 11. 475-540)^ 
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(see Appendix A). Virgil's "0 fortunatos" passage and 

Horace's Second Epode, the Beatus-ille. constitute the chief 

sources of the concepts that were to become the thematic 

center of the country-house poem.® Although W. A. McClung 

is correct in saying that the English country-house poems do 

not belong, strictly speaking, to the beatus-ille tradition 

in that they do not contrast city life with life in the 

country, the implied contrast is apparent insofar as the 

country-house poem extols the virtues of country life 

established by Virgil in the "0 fortunatos" passage: 

simplicity, natural beauty, study of natural philosophy, 

contemplation, work, respect for religion, and family. The 

absence of greed, malice, and envy made it possible for man 

to uphold these virtues before he had heard the bugle bellow 

for war (1. 539). 

Another important archetypal myth which exerted a 

general influence on the country-house poem is the myth of 

the Garden of Eden. In "To Penshurst" the estate is a great 

garden in which man attempts to recreate the order and 

harmony of the prelapsarian world. It is significant, 

however, that in those poems in which the formal, enclosed 

garden becomes prominent, the function of the garden and the 

estate changes. Instead of being inclusive and open, the 

estate is identified primarily as a private, exclusive 

retreat to which only a select group is welcome. 

In addition to the mythic traditions upon which the 
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poets of the country-house poem drew,^7 the influence of 

specific poems by Horace and Martial is apparent in "To 

Penshurst,"8 the prototype of the English country-house 

poem. Horace's Epode II9 is routinely cited as an analogue 

of the English country-house poem, notwithstanding its 

contrast of city life with country life, and, more 

important, its ironic ending. Most of Horace's poems about 

country life, including those "convivial" poems about his 

Sabine farm, appear in the Odes. not the Epodes, which are 

similar to the Satires in tone and effect.10 

The Second Epode presents problems of interpretation. 

It has been variously interpreted as a bucolic,11 a 

"graceful idyl,"12 and as a work which belongs with Horace's 

attacks on social offenders.13 Moreover, the problems 

presented by the ending reverberate within the poem. L. P. 

Wilkinson notes that although the Second Epode was, in its 

time, conventional and is now not considered especially 

remarkable among Horace's works, it was immensely popular 

during the Renaissance throughout Europe. Wilkinson 

suggests that its popularity was due in part to its easy 

metre and straightforward syntax, but "chiefly to the 

universality of its theme," the fullness of its expression 

of the "recurrent nostalgia, . . . for a simpler life." To 

preserve the appeal of the Second Epode, Wilkinson asserts, 

the usurer was frequently omitted from translations and 

adaptations.14 Indeed, the moneylender's description of 
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country life becomes excessive and unrestrained as the poem 

progresses. The heaping up of extravagant praise produces 

the effect of cloying sweetness and inclines the reader to 

suspect the speaker's sincerity.15 The persona's voice in 

the country-house poem is almost invariably sincere; 

consequently, it is judicious not to overstate Horatian 

influence.16 

The case for Martial's influence on Jonson and others 

has been well documented. For example, "To Penshurst" 

contains several echoes of lines from "To Bassus" (Epigram 

III, 58). The "painted partridge" of line twenty-nine in 

"To Penshurst"17 echoes the "speckled partridge" (Picta 

perdix) of line thirteen in "To Bassus." Jonson's "But all 

come in, the farmer and the clown, / And no one empty-

handed" ("Penshurst," 11. 48-49) echoes Martial's "His 

country guests come not with empty hands" ("To Bassus," 1. 

33). In Epigram IV, 64, to his friend and namesake Julius, 

Martial praises the modest estate and gracious hospitality 

extended there. Lines fifty-seven through sixty-two of 

"Penshurst" echo Martial's "and his gate / Is ever open, 

generous and free; / You'Id think it might your own dominion 

be" (11. 24b-26). The description of the guest at 

Penshurst who is served the same fare as the host is 

similarly derived from Martial's "To Ponticus"18 and 

Jonson's treatment at the table of Lord Salisbury, recorded 

by Drummond in the Conversations.19 The catalogue of fish 
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and their willing self-sacrifice in lines thirty-one through 

thirty-eight of "Penshurst" reflect lines thirty-one through 

thirty-six of "A Villa at Formiae" (Epigram X, 3 0). 

These borrowings from Martial demonstrate the 

significance of the influence of both Horace and Martial on 

Jonson and the country-house poem of the seventeenth 

century. As satirists, Horace, Martial, and Jonson were 

concerned with correcting man's behavior, or at least 

pointing out his foibles. To write satire also implies that 

one subscribes to a code of conduct that is ethical and 

moral. Horace and Martial identify themselves with this 

tradition through echoes of their predecessors; for example, 

Martial likens Julius's hospitality to that of Alcinoos (IV, 

64, 1. 27). By mingling classical references with his 

description of a specific family and estate, Jonson gives 

his poem a blend of timelessness and timeliness. In 

following the examples of Horace and Martial, Jonson places 

himself and the poem in the tradition of moral poetry which 

is predicated on the belief that certain values and modes of 

conduct are constant, or should be. 

In addition to these "classical" antecedents to the 

English country-house poem there is what might be called a 

native tradition which clearly provides some details. 

Despite Jonson's innovative use of architectural details in 

the poetry of praise, the metonymical use of architectural 

imagery is not without precedent in English poetry before 
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Jonson. The description of Penshurst as locus amoenus 

parallels the concept of the great hall in Old English 

heroic and lyric poetry. As Kathryn Hume observes, Old 

English poems celebrate "not simply the hall as a building 

but the social system associated with it."20 In Beowulf, 

one is impressed by the representation of Heorot as a center 

of light and joy in a dark, hostile world. Similarly, the 

theme of exile in Old English lyric poetry attests to the 

social function of the great hall. Perhaps The Wanderer 

best describes the significance of the hall through the 

stark contrast of the wanderer's cold, sorrowful exile with 

his recollections of the feasting, ring-giving, and joy in 

the hall which he experienced before the death of his lord. 

The wanderer searches in vain for the hall of another ring-

giver so that he can rejoin society and regain his sense of 

self, for in exile only his memories separate him from the 

surrounding chaos. Again in "The Wife's Lament" the 

disconsolation of the speaker over the dissolution of her 

marriage bond is, in part, conveyed through the image of her 

being cast out of the hall and forced to live in a cave. 

The Seafarer. "The Riming Poem," and "Deor" also present 

variations on the theme of exile and the loss of self which 

accompanies expulsion from the hall. The paradox of 

regaining one's self by emerging from isolation and 

rejoining society recalls the paradox of the Christian 

achieving identity through membership in the Christian 
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brotherhood. 

Not only does the hall offer shelter and security, it 

embodies the values which define Anglo-Saxon culture. The 

bond of mutual obligation and loyalty between the lord and 

thane is reinforced by feasting, giving of treasure, and 

listening to the stories of the scop. rituals which are 

inseparable from the hall. In "To Penshurst" the relation-

ship between lord and tenant, or lord and guest, is also 

predicated on mutual respect and obligation, underscored by 

rituals which parallel those celebrated in the noble hall of 

Old English poetry. The welcome of those of all stations, 

the bounteous fare on which all dine, servant and guest 

alike, the offer of gifts of the harvest by tenants, and the 

custom of housekeeping are rituals which reinforce the 

social order represented by the estate. 

Perhaps the greatest cultural significance of the image 

of the great hall in Old English poetry is that the joyous 

hall of the beneficent lord is conceived of as a microcosm 

of the great hall of Heaven.21 Consequently, the ideal of 

loyalty, obligation, and community reflected in the hall 

represents man's attempt to imitate the perfect order of 

Heaven, despite his awareness of the transitoriness of 

earthly life. In "To Penshurst" Jonson suggests that the 

true source of greatness of the Sidneys is their 

spirituality, their daily practice of those virtues which 

form the basis of the Christian community, as exemplified by 
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their household. Roth concedes that although "Penshurst" is 

usually regarded as only ethical, "the poem's secondary 

religious meaning underscores and reinforces the primary 

secular meaning."22 Hospitality, readiness to receive the 

King, and charity thus take on religious significance. 

Moreover, it may be inferred that the absence of the 

Christian virtues in the occupants of the houses to which 

Penshurst is compared accounts for the shortcomings 

associated with them. 

Besides its classical and Old English antecedents, the 

country-house poem must also be considered in light of the 

topographical poetry of the period, to which it has af-

finities. J. G. Turner, author of The Politics of 

Landscape: Rural Scenery and Society in English Poetry, 

1630-1660. distinguishes four kinds of effects achieved in 

topographical poetry: the epigram "concentrates on witty 

elaboration of points in common between a place and its 

inhabitants"; the itinerarium "gives a personal account of 

events on a journey, normally in a jocular vein"; the 

geographical panegyric "proclaims the excellence of the 

region or estate, its produce, fertility and local tra-

ditions." The last, which appears only intermittently, 

produces the "literary equivalent of the ideal landscape."23 

Furthermore, he observes that these effects may occur in 

combination in a single poem, as in Jonson's "To Penshurst," 

which blends the effect of the epigram with that of the 
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geographical panegyric. Although Turner does not consider 

that topographical poetry constitutes a genre, he 

nonetheless claims that these poems deal with the question 

of how "particular places manifest the power of their 

rulers," a broad question which allows inclusion of poems 

whose principal topographical feature is the title.24 For 

example, Edmund Waller's "At Pens-Hurst" ("While in this 

park I sing") is the lament of one forsaken by his muse. 

Turner links the popularity of topographical poetry during 

the seventeenth century to literary and political 

influences. In addition to the influences of Horace and 

Martial, he cites the influence of the increased "sense of 

nationality and locality," which found expression in such 

works as Camden's Britannia and Drayton1s Polv-Olbion. 

Though these works were intended to bring fame to the entire 

nation, they also inspired "specific local poems," according 

to Turner. Moreover, political events, especially the Civil 

War, prompted poems which celebrated specific locales and 

houses. For example, Thomas Pestell's "Generall Hastings 

his Bowre" celebrates the hospitality of the castle of 

Ashby-de-la-Zouche, a royalist stronghold, while Thomas 

Weaver's Isle of Man celebrates the island's freedom from 

the War.25 

In addition to the topographical poetry written in 

England during this period, revival of the country-house 

poem on the Continent may also have had an indirect 
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influence on Jonson. According to L. P. Wilkinson, in the 

late sixteenth century, rediscovered neo-Latin poems in 

praise of country life in Italy and France, as well as 

Germany, were the sources from which "emerged the 

distinctive genre of the country-house poem."25 But the 

Netherlands was to become the main source of the Continental 

country-house poem in the seventeenth century. Wilkinson 

states that from 1613 to the end of the eighteenth century 

over ninety country-house poems were written in the 

Netherlands.27 

In "Geoffrey Whitney's 'To Richard Cotton, Esq.': An 

Early English Country-House Poem," Kathryn Hunter argues 

that stanzas four, five, and six represent an English 

antecedent to Jonson's "To Penshurst," for these stanzas 

possess at least two of the qualities Hibbard established as 

characteristic of the country-house poem: "concern with the 

reciprocity of man and nature, and the estate's social 

function in the life of the community."28 Moreover, she 

asserts that, in addition to classical influences, Whitney's 

stanzas in praise of Combermere, Cotton's estate, reflect 

the influence of the country-house poem as it developed in 

the Netherlands, for Whitney was residing in Leyden in 1586, 

and Platin Press, publishers of a number of country-house 

poems, also published Whitney's emblem book in which the 

poem to Cotton appears. Therefore, she concludes that 

Whitney's work introduced both the emblem and the 
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Renaissance revival of the country-house poem into 

English.29 

Though she cites no proof of Jonson's knowledge of 

Whitney's work, she argues that Jonson "almost certainly 

knew Whitney's collection" because it was the first and best 

known English emblem book, because "To Penshurst" is an 

"emblematic" poem, and because of the probable influence of 

Whitney's emblem book on the imagery of William 

Shakespeare.3 0 

Clearly, the poetry of Martial and Horace exerted the 

greatest stylistic influence on the composition of "To 

Penshurst" and "To Sir Robert Wroth." In addition, by 

identifying these poems with the tradition of moral poetry 

and by developing the architectural metaphor of "To 

Penshurst," Jonson demonstrates his own commitment to the 

ethical function of poetry. Moreover, his analogy between 

the poem and the estate also allows him to suggest the 

central place of poetry in a well-ordered society. The type 

of poem Jonson created combined a rich amalgam of entities, 

enriched the tradition, and took root in English poetry. It 

remained a viable, if infrequently used, form until the 

twentieth century because the traditional English values 

associated with the country house which Jonson praised added 

a dimension to the country-house poem that it could not get 

from the classical tradition alone. This dimension helped 

ensure that this ideal of English society would endure long 
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after the reality ceased to exist. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ENGLISH COUNTRY-HOUSE POEM IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

The poems which define the English country-house poem 

of the seventeenth century include Ben Jonson's "To Pens-

hurst," and "To Sir Robert Wroth," Thomas Carew's "To 

Saxham," and "To My Friend G. N. From Wrest," Richard 

Lovelace's "Amyntor's Grove," and Andrew Marvell's "Upon 

Appleton House." Focusing on Jonson's poems as the proto-

types of the genre, this study will demonstrate how suc-

ceeding poets writing in this genre modified or amplified 

the Jonsonian qualities or adapted the form to a somewhat 

different purpose. The poems will be examined in the 

context of the debate over the merits of the active life as 

opposed to the contemplative. Ultimately the study reveals 

that the country-house poem reflects a concern for the 

relationship of art and the artist to society. 

In those poems which can be designated Jonsonian, 

equilibrium between the active and the contemplative is 

presented as the ideal for society and the individual. 

The working estate is the symbol of this ideal social order, 

and marriage is the symbol of the ideal order for the 

individual. In those poems which modify the Jonsonian 

ideal, the active and contemplative exist in a state of 

disequilibrium, from which isolation and sterility result. 

26 
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In these poems, moreover, artifice has supplanted art. In 

these modifications of the Jonsonian ideal, the dominance of 

the contemplative life has isolated art from the community, 

made it the province of an elite, and thereby deformed its 

nature. In contrast, in those poems in which art and nature 

exist in harmony, the result is a new Golden Age, a redeemed 

earthly paradise. 

The differing conceptions of the relationship of art 

and the artist to nature and society may be seen as elabo-

rations on the active and contemplative debate. The 

predominance of the contemplative reflects the isolation of 

art from society, whereas the equilibrium between the active 

and the contemplative reflects the position that art is 

central to society and exists at its best when beauty serves 

man. 

In his tribute to Penshurst, the Sidney estate, Jonson 

explores the proper relationship between man and nature, man 

and his fellows, nature and art, and, ultimately, art and 

society. Furthermore, by suggesting an analogy between the 

working estate and the poem, Jonson defines the proper 

function of poetry. The ideal of a harmonious, well-ordered 

society represented by a working estate incorporates the 

view that both estate and poetry should serve man in 

society. 

That Jonson chose Penshurst to represent his ideal 

social order is not surprising. Sir Philip Sidney, whose 
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life, in the eyes of many, represents the perfect union of 

"manners, arms and arts,"1 epitomizes the English 

Renaissance courtier. His service to God, Queen, and art 

need not be rehearsed. No doubt Jonson felt a kinship with 

Sidney as critic, scholar, poet, and servant to his 

sovereign. By the date of the composition of "To 

Penshurst,"2 however, Sidney had been dead approximately 

twenty-five years, having died at the age of thirty-two of 

wounds suffered in battle at Zutphen. In spite of this 

passage of time, the house is praised for its service, 

which, as the reader discovers, has distinguished it 

throughout its history.3 Frederic Roth, Jr., has observed 

that "To Penshurst" is less personal than "To Sir Robert 

Wroth."4 In praising the house and in treating its owners 

as attributes, Jonson places the house and its physical 

attributes above its individual representatives. That he 

does so is in keeping with his dramatic practice of 

ridiculing vice, not its practioner,5 and reflects his 

belief in the continuity of moral values. 

The focus of praise on the house also allows Jonson to 

suggest an analogy between the estate and poetry and to use 

architectural imagery to reinforce his view of the proper 

relationship between art and society. Not surprisingly, in 

view of his origin, some of Jonson1s metaphors in his 

discussion of poetry in Timber, or Discoveries come from 

bricklaying.6 Like a house, a poem endures because great 
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care and thought go into its foundation,7 which may be 

thought of as a metaphor of its purpose. By condemning the 

house built primarily for the sake of ostentation and by 

praising Penshurst for its lack of ostentation, Jonson is 

drawing on the medieval tradition of collaborative effort in 

house building to symbolize the harmony between beauty and 

use. It is the same aesthetic which underlies Sidney's 

description of Kalender's house in the Arcadia. generally 

accepted to have been modelled on Penshurst, according to 

G.H. Hibbard.8 

The house it selfe was built of faire and strong stone, 

not affecting so much any extraordinarie kinde of 

finenes, as an honorable representing of a firme 

statelines. The lightes, doores and staires, rather 

directed to the use of the guest, then to the eye of 

the Artificer: and yet as the one cheefly heeded, so 

the other not neglected; each place handsome without 

curiositie, and homely without loathsomnes: not so 

daintie as not to be trode on, nor yet so slubberd up 

with good felowshippe: all more lasting then 

beautifull, but that the consideration of the 

exceeding lastingnesse made the eye beleeve it was 

exceeding beautifull.9 

The harmonious combination of beauty and utility derives in 

part from the fact that the medieval house evolved as need 
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arose, which identified it with the natural order. 

As the medieval building tradition was gradually 

supplanted by the rise of the professional architect, the 

tradition became a symbol of unity and harmony. Identifying 

Penshurst and, by extension, the poem, with the old 

architectural tradition suggests that for Jonson poetry, 

like civilization, is cumulative, and a poem is the fruit of 

the labor of the poet who "collaborates" with his 

predecessors.10 As with the estate, a poem should 

contribute to the moral and ethical foundation of society, 

and its beauty, like that of the house, should grow out of 

its purpose. In accordance with this organic view of 

society and art, one can consider the poet analogous to the 

lord of Penshurst, who combines many roles,11 rather than 

with the architect who designs a house for the sake of the 

eye, or the lord who builds for the sake of the ego. 

Without condemning the professional architect, Jonson 

foresaw the danger of specialization, the opposition between 

society and the individual. In the desire to build the 

elaborate house, Jonson foresaw the danger of 

differentiating between service to society and service to 

self. 

Penshurst in Jonson"s time was primarily a working 

estate, the center of a vital, bustling community. Although 

lacking in ostentatious ornamentation, Penshurst is 

distinguished by its "better marks, of soil, of air, / Of 
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wood, of water," (11. 7-8a), the beauties of which are 

wedded to their use. Ancient woods flourish as home to game 

and fowl; the river meanders through meadows dappled with 

cattle and horses. Penshurst has made itself a partner in 

the natural order, the husbandman to nature. In return, she 

bears fruit in abundance for its tables. The willingness 

with which nature yields her bounty recalls the sponte sua 

motif of the myth of the golden age; however, in Jonson's 

vision of the earthly paradise, abundance is the fruit of 

mutual service. 

The ideal of service which characterizes the 

relationship between man and nature also characterizes the 

relationship between men. The central figure of this ideal 

is the lord, who, as head of the estate, establishes the 

standard of conduct emulated by all within his sphere of 

influence. Penshurst's hall, the architectural and 

spiritual center of the house, is ever open to tenant and 

neighbor, who partake of its "liberal board" and who imitate 

the generosity of Penshurst's lord by bringing gifts which 

are seen as simple expressions of affection. Moreover, the 

relationship between lord and dependent bears no trace of 

servility or ill will. Perhaps this is best illustrated by 

the conduct of the household servants, who are neither rude 

nor do they begrudge the guest his desires because they too 

are provided for amply by their lord. The guest at 

Penshurst wants nothing. 
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The supreme expression of service practiced at 

Penshurst is reflected in the hospitality extended to the 

guest, who is made to feel as though he were lord of the 

manor, an extension of both classical and Christian ethics. 

The house is, moreover, prepared to receive guests at all 

times. The fires of Penshurst cire said to burn in all the 

rooms, rooms which are always "dressed" as if awaiting the 

unexpected visit of the King'12 even though the mistress may 

not be within. Readiness of the house and household to 

serve stranger or King reflects the lord's constant moral 

vigilance by which he serves the heavenly King. 

In addition to suggesting the lord's spiritual 

vigilance, the state of preparedness demonstrates his 

willingness to serve sovereign and country by administering 

his estate well, a service apparently increasingly 

neglected, as evidenced by the proclamations which James and 

Charles issued their subjects to return to and attend the 

affairs of their country estate.13 The state of readiness 

maintained at Penshurst contrasts with the practice of 

locking up valuable plate, and even rooms, in the absence of 

the lord and lady. John Nichols records an untimely visit 

to Wrest, the subject of one Thomas Carew's country-house 

poems, by Lady Anne Clifford, who was attending James' Queen 

on her progress from Scotland.14 Although the royal 

progress was quite popular with the Crown, it placed a 

tremendous financial burden on the host,1^ who, at times, 
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must have abandoned his home to avoid the dubious honor of 

entertaining the King and his retinue. 

Finally, the relationship of the lord and lady is also 

characterized by service. They are married partners who 

serve each other and their fellows according to that which 

is required of their position. The characterization of the 

lady of Penshurst as one who nurtures is quite significant. 

Unlike the subjects of Petrarchan and Platonic tributes to 

woman, this lady is praised for her usefulness, that is, the 

uses to which she puts herself as wife, mother, and mistress 

of the house. She is a "chaste" wife whose children are 

emblems of her service. She attends personally to the moral 

instruction of her children, who read the "mysteries of 

manners, arms and arts" in their parents' conduct. Virtue 

is lived. Her management of the household is irreproach-

able. Thus, it is superfluous to praise her beauty, which 

is indistinguishable from her service. This marriage 

symbolizes the perfect unity which is the fruit of service. 

All is harmonious within the confines of Penshurst because 

all serve. 

Jonson is explicit about the ideal of service which 

provides the moral underpinnings of "To Penshurst" in its 

companion piece "To Sir Robert Wroth."16 Although personal 

contentment is the theme of this poem,1^ this contentment 

also has its origin in service. The paradox of freedom in 

service is developed at length through the contrast of 
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Wroth's admirable conduct with the ignoble behavior of 

others. Wroth has chosen not to serve self and in so doing 

has achieved the highest form of freedom. A life of 

attention to self is fraught with restlessness, vanity, 

cruelty, and, in fact, makes one a prisoner, whereas a life 

of service to others leads to inner peace and contentment. 

It is important to note also that Wroth pursues the 

pleasures of country life by choice, not because he is 

isolated from the temptation of the city, as lines one 

through four make clear. Life in the country expresses 

man's freedom from self-service, which allows him to 

recreate the golden age. 

Although "Wroth" is clearly influenced by the beatus-

ille tradition, Jonson expands the moral framework so that 

instead of merely urging retreat to country life as a way to 

avoid the vices of the city, life in the country is the 

expression of virtue. The influence of the Georqics is 

again evident. That is, Jonson does not suggest that merely 

living in the country makes men good, but good men very 

often choose to live there. The activity associated with 

the estate emphasizes that it is not primarily a retreat. 

Like Penshurst, Durrants is part of the natural order. Much 

of the poem is devoted to describing the ritualistic 

activities associated with the seasons: hunting, planting, 

shearing, harvesting, and laying in for winter, rituals 

which culminate with the merry feasting of those of all 



35 

ranks in the great hall. To work in harmony with nature is 

essential to recreate the timeless grace of that golden age, 

but it is not all that is required. Each morning and 

evening, for example, the man who would be contented prays 

for a "sound body and sounder mind" with which to do his 

"country service," that is, to perform his duties as a 

country squire, and by so doing serve his country. 

In addition to the theme of freedom in service, Jonson 

demonstrates that the inner peace Wroth enjoys radiates from 

him and expands his world. This expansiveness, symbolized 

by the transformation of his estate to the mythic golden 

world, is similar to the effect of love as it is described 

by John Donne in "The Good-Morrow." Wroth1s contentment, 

like that of Donne's lovers, is contrasted with the 

restlessness of those whose service to self forces them to 

seek fulfillment in the quest for fame, power, money, and 

position. Paradoxically, this external search constricts 

the world of the restless so that either he becomes his own 

prison or worse yet wrecks himself on some strange shore 

because he has become unable to dwell in his own "state," 

neither his inner state nor his country. Jonson also 

characterizes the efforts of the seekers after fame, wealth, 

and position as purposeless, for they fail to achieve 

happiness, which Jonson defines as being able to accept the 

view that whatever God gives is for a purpose. Using others 

or putting oneself to use distinguishes the contented man 
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from the restless one whose actions come to naught. "Wroth" 

depicts the desired union of the contemplative and active 

life. 

In the closing lines of "Penshurst," the persona 

observes that the lord of Penshurst dwells within its walls 

in contrast with those "heaps" of which it can be said only 

that their lords were the builder. To create a purely 

ornamental edifice is an expression of vanity, but to dwell 

in an edifice is to imbue it with purpose. The beauty of a 

poem, like the beauty of Penshurst, must grow out of its 

purpose. The balance of beauty and purpose which 

characterizes Durrants and Penshurst parallels Jonson's 

belief that the "ends of all who for the scene do write / 

Are, or should be, to profit and delight."18 Thus, the 

vain, empty heap is analogous with the poem that lacks 

purpose. In Timber Jonson discusses the poets who produce 

such a poem as those who "labour onely to ostentation; and 

are ever more busie about the colours and surface of a 

worke, then in the matter and foundation: For that is hid, 

the other is seene."19 In contrast, the "true artificer" 

must not only have an excellent faculty in verse, but "the 

exact knowledge of all vertues and their Contraries; with 

the ability to render the one lov'd, the other hated, by his 

proper embattaling them."20 

The analogy between the poem and the estate reflects 

the central place of poetry in society for Jonson. A poem, 
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according to the analogy, is comprised of the brick and 

mortar of the well-ordered society. To analyze the 

qualities which make life at Penshurst admirable is to 

discover how to live harmoniously and thus contribute to the 

general welfare. Again in Timber Jonson attributes a 

similar ethical function to the study of poesy: 

"The Study of it [poesy] (if wee will trust Aristotle) 

offers to mankinde a certaine rule, and patterne of living 

well, and happily; disposing us to all Civill offices of 

Society."21 

G. A. E. Parfitt has observed that the social bias of 

Jonson's ethical view distinguishes him among other 

Elizabethan writers and constitutes a significant link with 

Rome.22 "To Penshurst" and "Robert Wroth" indicate that 

Jonson's primary concern is man's social rather than 

spiritual well-being, a concern with the temporal rather 

than the eternal. Jonson has great confidence in man's 

ability to perfect himself through the exercise of his 

reason. Poetry enjoys the central position in Jonson's 

ideal society because the study of it leads to knowledge of 

the good. Original sin is no obstacle. In keeping with 

this classical ethic, Jonson strives in his poetry and drama 

to lead man to the good, either by praise of it or by 

contrasting it with undesirable behavior. 

Because of Jonson's social bias, nature also occupies a 

prominent place in his ethic. For example, in his 
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discussion of the similarity of poetry and pictures he says, 

"both invent, faine, and devise many things, and accommodate 

all they invent to the use, and service of nature."23 

Jonson's reference to the service of nature by art 

illustrates the prominence of Stoic philosophy in his ethic. 

The aim of the Early Stoa, as established by Zeno and 

expanded by Chysippus, was to live in harmony with nature. 

The guiding principle of nature is reason, which is 

identified with God and manifested in human reason.24 Thus, 

if man will follow, reason will lead him to God via nature. 

In the last two couplets of "Robert Wroth" Jonson 

establishes a causal link between service and the attainment 

of the Stoic ideal of indifference to the vicissitudes of 

fortune. Jonson exhorts Wroth to do his "country service" 

so that neither want nor death will frighten him; rather, he 

should consider his term of life as a "thing but lent." The 

linking of service with the Stoic attitude of detachment 

demonstrates Jonson's adaptation of the Roman contribution 

to Stoic philosophy—the concept of duty.25 When one places 

duty foremost, he will achieve that perspective which allows 

him to view with indifference the temptations of fame, 

fortune, and position. In order for one to achieve this 

stance, which has the power to transform reality, poetry 

must be a vital dynamic force in the life of the individual 

and in the life of the society. 
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Among the country-house poems which followed "To 

Penshurst" and "Robert Wroth" are "To Saxham" and "To My 

Friend G. N. From Wrest" by Thomas Carew. Although the 

exact date of composition of both poems is uncertain, "To 

Saxham" was probably composed after 1619, when Carew 

accompanied Lord Herbert of Cherbury to France, at which 

time Carew met the younger John Crofts, also a member of the 

embassage.26 Carew's friendship with Crofts prompted six 

poems about various members of the family, including the one 

addressed to Little Saxham, the seat of Sir John Crofts near 

Bury in Suffolk. 

In a chapter of his study of the country-house poem, W. 

A. McClung observes that Carew has surpassed Jonson and 

Herrick in his handling of "the Elevation of the Estate," 

one of the elements McClung considers common to the genre. 

McClung asserts that Carew's intention to portray the 

estate, in both "Saxham" and "Wrest," as a "little cosmos, 

not dependent upon the outside world and in fact quite 

superior to it" constitutes the "most daring claim made for 

a country house before Marvell."27 Although McClung 

describes a fundamental distinction between "Saxham" and 

Jonson's poems, he fails to appreciate the true significance 

of this distinction. In fact, Carew's treatment of the 

estate in "Saxham" differs so markedly from Jonson's 

treatment that it constitutes a difference in kind rather 

than degree. 
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The relationship between nature and the house in 

"Saxham" contrasts sharply with the relationship between the 

two established by Jonson. The visitor to Saxham speaks 

from within the house, for it is winter, and hostile weather 

keeps him from pleasures out of doors,28 which may suggest 

that the pleasures are primarily decorative. Nature and the 

house are opposed: the one described as cold, dark, and 

hostile; the other as light, warm, and hospitable. The 

house is self-contained, impervious to the seasons, in 

short, superior to nature. Saxham's independence of time 

suggests that the social realm cannot be transformed; 

rather, it must be subjugated. Saxham thus becomes the 

emblem of artifice, that is, the kind of art that professes 

not to be of this world. The house represents the desire to 

escape the social realm. 

Although "Saxham" incorporates the willing sacrifice of 

birds and beasts which Jonson borrowed from Martial, the 

biblical imagery reinforces nature's hostility and 

subservience to Saxham. For example, the house is described 

as an ark to which the birds fly to save themselves from the 

threat of another deluge. The ox, most precious animal for 

sacrifice in the Old Testament, and the lamb, identified 

with Christ in his role as sacrificial victim, also offer 

themselves in sacrifice to the house. Lines twenty-nine 

through thirty make it clear that the birds, fish, and 

beasts are emblems of the elements, which pay homage to the 
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fires of Saxham. The absence of husbandry at Saxham 

suggests however that these sacrifices are ceremonial rather 

than expressions of the interdependence of man and nature. 

The house is a shrine. Its bounty is depicted as 

superior to that of its neighbors, who have only "course 

cates," while Saxham enjoys "plenty, far above the rest" (1. 

14). The firelight of Saxham is a beacon to the weary 

pilgrim who wanders in the night. Unlike the visitor to 

Penshurst, Saxham's guests are described as "poor," 

"strangers," and "pilgrims," for Saxham"s gates are made 

"onely to let strangers in" (1. 52). Visitors to Saxham 

remain "strangers," for despite its warmth and light, Saxham 

lacks the convivial atmosphere of Penshurst or Durrants. 

The rejuvenation one experiences is apparently private, for 

in no instance does the speaker describe a communal 

gathering, nor does he convey a sense of the day-to-day life 

within the house. For example, the host is referred to only 

once by the title of "Master"; the only other members of the 

household mentioned are the "HINDE" and the "PORTER." 

Identification of the members of the household solely by 

their social rank indicates that maintaining barriers 

between men, as represented by the artificial distinctions 

of class, is an essential feature of the order of Saxham. 

The significant difference between Saxham and Penshurst 

is that the hallmark of Saxham is subjugation, not service. 

Despite the homage paid to it by nature and man, Saxham's 
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power is illusory. Although the house is filled with the 

light of "endelesse day," its fires are incapable of 

dispelling the darkness without; they merely scoff, 

contemptuously but impotently. Moreover, instead of 

removing the barriers between men, Saxham depends on them 

for its power. The contrast between the treatment of its 

neighbors and strangers suggests that even its charity is 

somewhat ceremonial. Saxham does not share its bounty with 

its less fortunate neighbors, who, ironically, become 

associated with the darkness and hostility outside. The 

stranger, on the other hand, is brought into the "little 

cosmos" of Saxham, but the hospitality he enjoys is 

nonetheless ceremonial. One can be charitable to the 

passer-by without fear of compromising his position, but 

kindness to the familiar encourages the dismantling of 

barriers. The ceremonial quality of Saxham1s charity 

suggests that Saxham maintains the appearance of charity at 

the expense of the deed itself. Although Carew does not 

refer to the emblem in "Saxham," as he does in "Wrest," his 

distinction between the true and the false emblem in "Wrest" 

makes it clear that Saxham is a false emblem, an emblem 

which lacks substance, and this accounts for the hollowness 

and illusory power which characterize the estate. 

Even though "To Saxham" adheres to the conventions of 

its English model, the relationship of the house to society 

and nature does not reflect Jonson's ethos. The 
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relationship between Master and Hind reveals that class 

distinction is the basis of Saxham's power. Neighbor, 

guest, and servant are subordinated to the Master. The 

reception of the visitor by the servant illustrates this 

domination. The servants are "stamped" with the "stranger's 

welcome." Stamped suggests permanence, but insofar as the 

expression is unchanging, it may not be genuine. Stamped 

also conveys the idea of force, as with the stamping of 

coins, as well as the act of bringing down one's foot 

heavily. These associations intimate that the "stranger's 

welcome" may reflect the forced obedience of the Hinde 

through violence. 

The consequence of power through domination is 

barrenness. The absence of references to marriage, a wife, 

or children indicates the barren state of Saxham. The 

effect of the absence of these symbols of regeneration and 

continuity within the house is similar to that produced by 

the neglect of the neighbors. Although the world outside is 

characterized by wintry barrenness, it anticipates the 

spring; however, the house does not share this promise of 

renewal. Finally, Saxham exists in a kind of vacuum because 

the source of its power is domination and the end of that 

power is service to self. 

In her analysis of "To Saxham" and "Amyntor's Grove" as 

mutations on Jonson's "Penshurst," Mary McGuire argues that 

"Saxham" is a defense of the aristocratic system which 
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reflects a "historical shift in the ideals and values 

represented by the country house."29 The conventions of the 

genre are used to reinforce the traditional basis of 

aristocracy: "divine right, natural privilege, and personal 

superiority."30 Although McGuire's analysis of the poems is 

insightful, her argument is weakened by overdependence on a 

sociological interpretation of "Saxham" in particular; 

moreover, her conclusion that "Saxham" and "Amyntor's Grove" 

accurately reflect the social currents of their time implies 

that these poems are primarily socio-historical documents, 

albeit hybrids, and that is unsatisfactory. The reductive 

approach necessitated by sociological criticism usually 

oversimplifies the relationship between art and those forces 

which influence it. In addition, this approach risks 

oversimplifying the poem to prove the argument. Perhaps the 

most serious challenge to this argument is presented by 

Carew himself in "To My Friend G. N. From Wrest." If the 

relationship between poetry and history were so simple, it 

would be difficult to account for the presence of the 

Jonsonian ethic in this poem, written after the outbreak of 

the Scottish Rebellion in 1639.31 

As has been noted in the discussion of Jonson, the 

ethical purpose of the country-house poem is paramount, and 

although it may at first seem unlikely, Carew presents a 

more rigorous argument for the ethical function of art than 

even Jonson. In a rather complex treatment of the theme of 
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appearance versus reality (which incorporates another type 

of poem concerned with moral and ethical instruction—the 

emblem), Carew defines the proper role of art in society. 

The emblem book and the emblematic poem were made 

popular in England by the publication of Geoffrey Whitney's 

A Choice of Emblems in 1586. As Whitney explains on the 

title page, the book contains a "varitie of matter . . . . 

Because herein, by the office of the eie and eare, the mind 

maye reape double delighte through holsome preceptes: . . . 

both fit for the virtuous, to their incouraging: and for 

the wicked, for their admonishing and amendment."32 The 

emblem book sought to instruct in "disciplene and moral1 

preceptes of living" by drawing moral lessons based on 

observations of the plant and animal kingdom, as well as 

through fables, mythological stories, and the everyday life 

of man. With the exception of a passage in which Whitney 

pays tribute to Sir Richard Cotton, most of the verses are 

"translations from Alciati and his Continental followers."33 

The significance of the emblem for Carew is its appeal to 

the eye, represented by the illustration which accompanies 

Whitney's book. 

Carew praises Wrest by contrasting its desirable 

attributes with attributes he deems undesirable, but he does 

not stop with the compliment. Rather, he offers a 

compelling argument for the designation of the attributes as 

either desirable or undesirable. Using the emblem with its 
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appeal to the eye, Carew suggests the potential of art to 

deceive; moreover, by opposing the emblem, that is, seeming, 

with the thing itself, or being, Carew defines the truest 

ethical instruction as instruction by example. 

The persona of "Wrest" begins his verse epistle by 

contrasting his present circumstances at Wrest, obviously 

punning on the name of the estate, with those of his recent 

past. He has sought refuge from "raging storms," and "cold 

nights out by the banks of the Tweed" in the "temperate" 

climate of the Midlands, where Nature bestows her bounty 

generously in contrast with the cold North where 

"everlasting winter dwells" (11. 1-5). Clearly, the word 

"temperate" describes not only Wrest's climate but its 

modus vivendi as well, for the "native" beauties of the 

environs are not embellished with "foreign gums," "spirits," 

or "compounds." In their uncompounded state, they "With far 

more genuine sweets refresh the sense" (1. 18). Within these 

opening lines Carew establishes Wrest as the via media 

between the extremes of barrenness and excess. 

At line nineteen the persona shifts his attention to 

the attributes of the house, which he describes as "not 

curious, but comely"; no "sumptous chimney-piece," but 

"cheerful flames"; no statues, but living men; not narrow, 

but accommodating; not embellished, but useful; and finally 

at line fifty-seven the persona culminates with "not fine, 

but fit for service." From line nineteen through line 
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thirty-four of this passage, the words "eye" and "sight" 

appear three times while indirect references to vision 

appear in "imagery" and "seem." These references to vision 

are linked with the attributes which have been negated, 

which reveals the basis on which they have been rejected— 

the susceptibility of the eye to being deceived. The 

undersirability of those attributes which appeal to the eye 

is further reinforced by the preference of the lord and lady 

for being rather than seeming, illustrated by the adornment 

of their hall with "throngs of living men" instead of 

statues. 

In defining the character of Wrest, Carew has also 

distinguished between the austerity of nature which results 

from deficiency, as illustrated by the sterile fern, 

thistles, and brambles of the North, and the spiritual 

barrenness which often underlies material excess. The 

former is easily recognized, and although it may pose 

physical danger to man, it is relatively innocent when 

compared with the threat of spiritual barrenness which 

appears as abundance. 

In the climax of the passage in which the architectural 

features of Wrest are described, the persona defines "real 

use" as the "sole design / Of our contriver." The primary 

reference is to the maker of Wrest, but "our contriver" also 

implies God, who, in creating the world, similarly placed 

use above ornament. Thus, the association of the maker of 
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Wrest with the Supreme Maker suggests that a harmony between 

man and creation exists at Wrest that is absent from the 

"proud piles" elsewhere. "Real use" is the equivalent of 

being and is illustrated by the hospitality and feasting of 

men from all stations in the hall of Wrest. The persona's 

use of first person plural (11. 47-106) demonstrates that 

the hospitality extended to him is not superficial, for he 

speaks as a member of the household. More examples of the 

"real use" to which Wrest applies itself follow in the 

contrast of the "emblems" of Bacchus and Ceres in stone or 

marble with the ground corn and wine offered at Wrest. 

The introduction of the statues as emblems raises the 

issue of the place of art in this environment. In lines 

fifty-seven through sixty-eight, the persona rejects the 

statues as emblems in favor of the living emblems—the wine 

and corn. It seems at this point that the persona has 

rejected art entirely, but, in fact, he has merely drawn 

another distinction between the true emblem—that which is 

purposeful—and the false emblem—that which exists for the 

sake of appearance only. As line sixty-nine reveals, 

however, not all art is rejected, only that art which places 

itself above nature, for according to the persona, art is 

properly the handmaiden of nature. The persona illlustrates 

the application that is befitting art in the example of the 

river which has been diverted to form the lake which 

encircles the house. The lake is primarily functional, for 
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it provides a fertile habitat for fish, but is also 

beautiful insofar as it reflects the beauty of the heavens. 

Similarly, the trees along the banks of the water yield 

fruit, shade, and beauty, in that order. 

The depiction of art as the handmaid of nature provides 

the philosophical center of the poem. Art is useful and 

thus beautiful when it serves nature, that is, life. As the 

handmaid of nature, art engenders life. When art exists for 

its own sake, however, the appearance of greatness masks 

barrenness. That is why the best instruction is the living 

example and why one must place being, or life, before art. 

The contrast of the barrenness of the constellations in the 

heavens with the fertile life of the lake is another 

expression of the proper relationship between art and 

nature. The barrenness of that art which sets itself apart 

from nature corresponds with that poetry which Jonson 

decries because more effort goes into its ostentatious 

surface than its substance. 

The last section of the poem reveals that Carew has 

made of his poem a handmaiden, for its purpose is to present 

Wrest as the living emblem of the social organization of the 

English estate. Moreover, the depiction of Wrest as an 

island mansion "in the center placed" suggests first that 

there is an analogy between the estate and England and, 

second, that the social organization represented by Wrest is 

the heart of English society. The extent of the analogy of 
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the estate with England becomes apparent near the end of the 

poem when the persona contrasts English beer with Italian 

wine. When one recalls the references to statues in marble, 

Doric and Corinthian embellishments, and "foreign gums," it 

becomes clear that the poem provides a defense of native 

English traditions and values, as exemplified by life at 

Wrest, and a criticism of the growing popularity of adopting 

Continental taste in art and architecture. The criticism is 

not aimed at art itself, rather at the motive for adopting 

it. In the context of the English experience, these emblems 

have only surface appeal; consequently, they offer little 

opportunity for moral or ethical instruction. They become 

merely emblems of the vanity of their owners, status 

symbols, in other words. 

"Penshurst" and "Wrest" are tributes to a way of life 

which Jonson and Carew consider central to the well-being of 

England. Practice of the virtues which underlie this way of 

life by these powerful families is critical because they are 

the role models for those within their sphere of influence. 

As a result of their identification of self-interest with 

the practice of these virtues, all within their community 

enjoy a golden world in which the interests of all are 

served. This golden world of harmony and goodwill is in 

part realized because the needs of the active and 

contemplative life are perfectly balanced. When self-

interest and the common good are identical, opposition 
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between the active and the contemplative life ceases to 

exist. Service through husbandry and hospitality satisfies 

both public and personal needs. Striving to manifest virtue 

in action is the expression of this unity of purpose. 

Carew's "Saxham," in contrast, depicts a world in which 

the active and contemplative life are opposed. The refusal 

to identify self-interest with common interest leads to the 

dissolution of the common vision which holds a society 

together. In the absence of a shared vision, self-

gratification becomes the predominant motive of action. The 

self is, inevitably, gratified at the expense of others; 

moreover, with no limits to contain it, desire becomes in-

satiable, and the individual creates a world separate from 

the community. In short, when private needs are no longer 

identified with public responsibilities, a life of self-

indulgence is the result. 

Richard Lovelace's "Amyntor's Grove, His Chloris, 

Arigo, and Gratiana: An Elogie"34 exemplifies the 

consequence of the dissolution of the shared ethos, 

depicting the estate as a lavish, private retreat. 

Lovelace's poem has been called by Mary McGuire a cavalier 

mutation of the Jonsonian country-house poem and a 

"justification of the country house as a private stronghold, 

within which aristocratic comforts and powers can be 

preserved against the rising tide of opposition.As has 

already been observed, McGuire's excessive emphasis on 
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sociological interpretation of "Saxham" and "Amyntor's 

Grove" oversimplifies and, to an extent, misrepresents the 

poems. Failure to mention "Wrest," which was probably 

written within five years of the composition of "Amyntor's 

Grove," leaves the false impression that the "cavalier" 

poets were in full sympathy with the retreat to the "private 

stronghold," as is clearly not the case. Thus, instead of 

viewing Lovelace's poem as the culmination of the 

development of the country-house genre in the seventeenth 

century, it seems more accurate to view it within the 

broader context of the continuing debate over the virtues of 

the active and contemplative life, and as outside the 

mainstream of development of the country-house poem. 

Lovelace's "Amyntor's Grove" expands on Carew's 

conception of the great house as shrine, not to power but 

to beauty. The title of the poem, which identifies the 

estate with a grove, is the first indication of the change 

in function of the house, for the grove served as a place of 

worship or for the reception of images in pre-Christian 

societies. That the house is a shrine to beauty is 

established in the opening lines in which the grove is 

described as echoing the glories of Chloris, that is Olivia, 

wife of Endymion Porter, to whom the poem is addressed. 

From the outset, she dominates the environment, an 

indication of the imbalance that characterizes this way of 

life in contrast with that of Penshurst and Wrest. The use 
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of pastoral conventions suggests the Platonic feminine ideal 

in which Chloris is something of a goddess, for she has the 

power to place the speaker, her devotee, in a state of 

ecstasy such as that enjoyed by the soul upon being freed of 

the body. The conception of the house as shrine, the 

pastoral conventions, and the desire for retreat provide the 

major evidence of the dissolution of the common ethos, 

traditionally incorporated into the concept of the country 

estate. 

The persona describes himself as in a transcendent 

state almost immediately upon arrival, having been ravished 

by the sight of Chloris. After regaining his senses 

somewhat, he describes the rooms as curiously ordered and 

outstanding for their appearance as well as for their scent, 

which is provided by exotic, foreign perfumes and oils 

associated with religious rituals. Apparently the burning 

of these fragrant oils is to honor the union of Amyntor and 

Chloris, whose eyes are described as burning with the fire 

of the phoenix.The burning of the exotic scents and the 

association of Chloris with the phoenix reinforce the 

conception of the house as a shrine to which the select 

devotee is invited, and by which he is overwhelmed. 

As the tour of the shrine continues, the persona is 

directed by his host to the art gallery.37 In keeping with 

the imagery of the sacred grove, the speaker refers to a 

"stand" of paintings by Titian, Raphael, and Giorgione.38 
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The conception of art as religion and the house as shrine to 

beauty is further elaborated in the fourth stanza in which 

the obiets d'art are admired as much for their presentation, 

which makes the walls of the "cabinet" appear as though they 

were decorated by a continuous tapestry, as for their 

intrinsic beauty. 

Stanza three reflects the philosophical shift that 

underlies the change in function of the great house.39 Here 

art is superior to Nature, for art perfects Nature's 

creation; thus, the works of painters and poets are to be 

preferred to the works of Nature. Even the human images 

these painters represent are better company than living men 

and women. Although the argument in defense of this 

proposition is somewhat difficult to discern, its essence is 

that contrary to the view that bliss can only be attained 

through the senses, the "shadow" images of the artist are 

the true source of bliss because they can be enjoyed without 

fear of violating social conventions. Lovelace's argument 

may seem attractive, but it is ultimately untenable because 

it is a denial of life and because it assumes that nature 

and art represent the extremes of order and disorder. This 

reasoning places the artist and art separate from and 

superior to nature. 

Stanzas five and six contain elements which Miner has 

identified as those of the Cavalier good life: "wine and a 

poetic garland, priests and poets, the named members of a 
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fraternal society."40 The persona and his host and hostess 

adopt the pastoral garland, which symbolizes their 

exclusiveness and their desire for escape. The pity they 

profess for the deities affirms their temporary escape into 

the ideal world of artifice. As stanza six reveals, the 

climactic pledge of loyalty to Chloris, sealed by wine, and 

the other rituals which precede and follow it, are attempts 

to drown "oppressing cares," and choke the "wide Jawes of 

our feares" (11. 31,32). In contrast with the social vision 

of Jonson which indeed has the power to overcome time and 

transform reality, temporary escape through forgetfulness is 

the effect produced by the retreat to the world of artifice. 

Moreover, the conception of art as escape restricts even its 

temporary restorative power to the few, whereas Jonson1s 

ideal social order embraces all. 

The order established by the retreat to art is sterile 

and static. The perfection of the painted images, the 

absence of community, the identification of the group with 

deities, and the pleasure derived from appearances denote a 

desire to escape the ravages of time and to attain the 

perfection of death. Despite the desperate measures taken 

to circumvent time, the subjects of the poem remain firmly 

at its mercy. 

The introduction of the children in stanza seven 

provides the opportunity for a blessing on the house, and in 

keeping with the religious imagery used throughout the poem, 
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the children are described as materializing like incorporeal 

beings. It is almost as though they appear in a vision 

which the speaker experiences in his ecstatic state. The 

boy,41 outstanding for his beauty, grace, and intelligence, 

is compared to Ganymede and to Cupid. The girl42 is 

described in a curious Cavalier blazon. Typically, she is a 

flower, though a carnation, not a rose.43 The blood in her 

veins is the hue of lightning, and like her mother's, her 

eyes are outstanding. 

The next stanza is dominated by the Cavalier emblems of 

war: the storm, the sharp frost, and the North wind.44 In 

the final lines, the speaker prays that the children survive 

the wintry conditions of their youth, that is, the Civil 

War, to ripen and bear fruit in the summer that he hopes 

will follow. The poem concludes with the prayer that the 

dynasty established by this marriage should endure until the 

end of time. 

What partly distinguishes Jonson's "Penshurst" and 

"Wroth" from "Saxham" and "Amyntor's Grove" is that in 

Jonson's poems the estate is rooted in time even as it 

transcends time, whereas in "Saxham" and "Amyntor's Grove" 

Carew and Lovelace depict the estate as independent of time. 

This distinction is crucial, for it reveals the abandonment 

of the conception that man and nature are partners in the 

creation of the social order. In Jonson's poems one gets no 

sense of a distinction between the private and the public 
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man, no distinction between the moral life and the happy 

life. He presents instead an integrated, unified vision in 

which the moral life is the happy life, the active and 

contemplative life are harmonized, and timelessness is a 

product of time because his order is rooted in man. In 

contrast, the order presented in "Saxham" and "Amyntor's 

Grove" is an order derived from artifice. The atmosphere of 

the estates is as a consequence stifling and heavy with 

foreboding. 

In "Upon Appleton House" Andrew Marvell returns to the 

Jonsonian ideal. Indeed, he shares with Jonson in 

establishing the tradition of the standard country-house 

poem. The persona assumes the identity of a visitor to the 

estate; however, as the reader learns, he is no casual 

visitor, but one familiar with the details of the history of 

the estate and the family. The speaker's knowledge of the 

family history and familiarity with the geography and 

operation of the estate strongly suggest that he can, at 

least in some respects, be identified with Andrew Marvell, 

who was tutor to Maria Fairfax at the time the poem was 

composed. A stroll through the estate provides the occasion 

for the speaker to reflect on its history, which becomes an 

allegory of the history of the world.45 

The persona prefaces his history of the family with 

praise for Appleton House. Marvell clearly identifies 

Appleton with the traditional and long-established features 
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of the ideal country house: moderation, utility, and 

simplicity.46 The main argument advanced in defense of the 

modest proportions of Appleton is that man should be guided 

by the example of other creatures and build his dwelling in 

proportion to his needs. Man should follow the examples 

from nature, moreover, because his place is in the natural 

order, not outside it. When man's dwelling is 

"unproportion1d," it becomes a "hollow Palace" because it 

exceeds man's capacity to give it purpose (11. 10,19).47 

The contrast between the purposeful, modest dwelling which 

recalls a "more sober Age and Mind" (1. 28) and the 

ostentatious dwelling gives the persona occasion to reflect 

on the history of the estate. 

The narrative of the nunnery introduces the theme of 

disorder and the conflict between man and nature. In the 

appeal to Thwaites, maternal grandmother of Maria, to enter 

the convent where she will be treated like a queen, the 

prioress argues that the walls of the nunnery keep the world 

and the "wild Creatures called Men"(l. 102) out so that the 

virgins can be preserved in their purity. She further 

argues that Thwaites could become the model of the Virgin 

and her likeness become enshrined in art. Among the other 

arguments advanced by the prioress is that it would be 

sacrilege for a man to enjoy that which is primarily fit for 

heaven. Rather, it would be better for Fairfax, her suitor, 

to be her devotee. 
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These arguments point up that the "order" established 

at the convent is characterized by the dominance of the 

female, and the rejection of the active life. This 

dominance by woman creates a house wherein self-indulgence 

is the primary pursuit. Glorification of woman as superior, 

especially in her secluded state, suggests that the disorder 

of the nunnery is based on the opposition between man and 

nature as well as between man and his own nature. In the 

nunnery, woman is denied her place in the natural order, and 

is instead lured by the promise of dominion. 

The struggle between Fairfax and the prioress for 

Thwaites contains elements of romance and allegory. As in 

the romance the desperate Fairfax rides, unharmed, beyond 

the walls of the convent to free Thwaites and thereby 

fulfill his destiny. The instantanteous dispossession of 

the cloister parallels the breaking of an evil spell which 

has held the heroine captive. Fairfax's liberation of 

Thwaites also alludes to events of the English Reformation. 

In addition to the political allegory, the narrative of the 

nunnery contains a moral allegory. In the convent artifice 

supplants nature, as the promise that Thwaites will be 

immortalized in art as the model of the Virgin reveals. The 

prison-like isolation of the convent can be seen as the 

consequence of indulgence in self, which explains the 

altered natures of the nuns. The walls of the convent are 

easily penetrated by Fairfax, for self-indulgence imprisons 
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the nuns. The narrative of the history of the estate 

concludes with the persona1s paradoxical observation that 

not until the dispossession of the nuns did Appleton become 

truly a religious house. 

The poem is not only a history of the estate and its 

occupants, with elements of moral and political allegory, 

but on another level it is an allegory of the history of the 

world. The loss of the garden of the world with man's fall 

accounts for the tone of sadness that surfaces in stanzas 

forty-two, sixty-six, and ninety-six, for example. With the 

fall, time and death enter the world and with them come the 

disorder and chaos which result from man's loss of his place 

in the natural order. Hitherto non-existing polarities 

develop: man and the world, paradise and the world, and the 

eternal and the temporal, among others, become part of man's 

experience. By juxtaposing the convent and the garden, the 

persona contrasts the human order of the temporal world with 

eternal order as it is represented in nature at Appleton. 

Clearly, the speaker interprets the events in the history of 

the estate as demonstrating some progress toward the 

redemption of the garden of the world. 

The convent and the garden are opposed insofar as the 

one is rooted in linear time, while the other attempts to 

unite the eternal and the temporal in order to approximate 

the timelessness of Paradise. The convent can only flourish 

by maintaining opposition between man and woman, the world 
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and the cloister, and nature and man. Not only is the 

prison imagery significant as a metaphor for imprisonment of 

the self, but it also symbolizes imprisonment in time. The 

nuns cannot achieve a truly unified experience of the world 

because their very existence depends on the polarities which 

characterize the temporal world. As a consequence of being 

rooted in time, the convent is ultimately mere illusion, as 

demonstrated by its instantaneous disappearance when 

challenged by a representative of a higher order. 

Another important concept of time depicted in the poem 

is "original" time, that is, the timelessness of Paradise, 

remnants of which remain in human consciousness and in the 

cycles of nature. The garden is the landscape in which the 

temporal and the eternal, the active and the contemplative 

are unified. In a single day, the persona observes the 

ever-changing active life as depicted in the mowers in the 

field and the permanence and spiritual solace of the wooded 

sanctuary. The mowers introduce the theme of original time. 

Into the field of grass ripened by the sun they come like 

Israelites cutting through the Red Sea. The field, which is 

likened successively to a stage, the sea, and a blank 

canvas, images which suggest variety and creativity, 

becomes, at least temporarily, a scene of death. Though the 

mowers bring death to the plain, their activity culminates 

in the harvest-dance ritual which signifies the 

transformation of the ripe grass into sweet hay, images of 
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death into images of life and innocence. 

The comparison of the field with the stage and the 

canvas suggests an analogy between God's power to transform 

death to life and man's power to transform his world with 

the pen or brush, as well as with the sword. Moreover, the 

man with the pen and the man with the sword occupy the same 

stage. No doubt the speaker's observations about the mowers 

are also intended to allude to the Civil War. By 

associating the violence of the war, symbolized by the 

mowers, with the regenerative power of nature and the 

pastoral scene which follows, Marvell seems to be saying 

that even the violence of war has restorative potential. 

This suggestion seems to be borne out by the shift in 

perspective which occurs in stanza fifty-eight. 

As the villagers herd their cattle into the "levelled" 

landscape, the speaker curiously expands and contracts his 

point of view. First he describes the cattle as though he 

were looking at them from a cosmic vantage so that they 

appear like constellations viewed from the earth. Then he 

describes the cattle as though they were fleas or moles as 

seen under a magnifying glass. The two perspectives suggest 

the difference between man's perspective and God's. From 

the cosmic vantage, the cattle appear minute, but 

nonetheless ordered even as the constellations, whereas from 

the contracted vantage, they appear disproportionately large 

and hence significant. The contrast of perspectives is 
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followed by the flooding of the river, which also contracts 

and expands. The flood of the Denton is analogous with the 

action of the mowers. From the contracted point of view, 

both events upset the order of nature temporarily; however, 

from the expanded point of view, the ritual of the mowers 

and the periodic flooding of the Denton produce a cleansing 

similar to that of baptism. In this flooding of the river 

is also a suggestion of fecundity, as when the Nile floods. 

This cleansing effect is alluded to in stanza sixty-one 

when, as the persona retires from the flood, he refers to 

the woods as a sanctuary somewhat like Noah's ark. 

From the stage of the active life, the persona enters 

the contemplative setting of the woods. He is at once awed 

by the sense of permanence and unity evoked by the wood. 

Its ancient, ageless trees call to mind those which Noah 

must have used and symbolize the continuity of the family as 

well as civilization. Moreover, the trees are so entwined 

that they seem to merge into a single tree. Their unity is 

reinforced by references to the marriage of Fairfax and Vere 

and the union of the stock-doves.48 

Beyond the evocation of permanence and unity, the wood 

takes on the aura of a sacred place, a place of worship. It 

is, for example, a "Temple green" (1. 510) framed by columns 

whose order recalls that of "Corinthean Porticoes" (1. 508). 

It is graced by the song of "winged Quires" (1. 511). The 

persona invites the reader to contrast the sacred wood with 
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the convent. Both are depicted as retreats from the active 

life; however, the wood is an integral and vital part of the 

estate, not isolated from it or the world. The sad but 

pleasing note injected by the stock-doves echoes the 

awareness of the fallen world. The effect of the wood on 

the persona is also quite different from the effect of the 

convent. He becomes an "easie Philosopher"^ (1. 561), who 

envisions himself as an "inverted Tree,"(l. 568) that is, 

with his roots toward heaven. In stanzas seventy-one 

through seventy-three, he finds himself capable of 

conferring with nature in her own language. Like the 

prelapsarian Adam in Book VIII of Paradise Lost, the persona 

can converse with the birds because he has, if only briefly, 

regained his lost innocence, hence, his place in the natural 

order. He reads in "Natures mvstick Book" (1. 584) the 

evidence of divine order. 

The speaker's ability to read the mysteries of nature 

recalls the two great manifestations of and routes to God 

spoken of by, among others, Bacon and Milton: the Book of 

Words, the Bible, and the Book of Works, Nature. This 

feature of the sacred grove stands in sharp contrast with 

the elitism and exclusiveness which characterize the 

convent. The grove, as a Book of Works, suggests that the 

individual can find his way to the divine by the study of 

nature if his intent is not self-serving. Unlike the 

convent, where the order is designed to alienate man from 
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nature, the wood gives the persona a sense of his place in 

the natural order. In an echo of the prioress1 entreaty to 

Thwaites, the persona remarks on the sense of safety he 

feels and begs the vines and brambles to imprison him. 

While this passage develops the theme of one's reluctance to 

detach himself from the sense of unity achieved in 

contemplation, stanza eighty-seven presents an allegory of 

the ideal life. In the morning, that is youth, the persona 

desires to be chained fast in the woods, or the 

contemplative life; but in the evening, adulthood, he 

desires to be in the meadow, the stage for the active life. 

This one day encapsulates the life which is balanced 

perfectly. 

This balance is conspicuous in the life of Maria, the 

young heiress of the house. Although introduced late in the 

poem, Maria is the crucial figure in the poem, the true 

flower of the Fairfacian garden.50 Nature defers to her and 

is moreover struck still by her presence, which is described 

as having the same calming effect of the mythical halycon. 

As stanza eighty-seven reveals, she is the source of beauty 

and harmony in the garden. The physical beauty which she 

possesses is not, however, an end in itself, not is it 

achieved by artifice; rather, it is a reflection of a 

remnant of the divine within her. Learning is a means by 

which she seeks wisdom and knowledge of the divine. As the 

poem develops, Maria becomes a synthesis of elements of Eve 
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and the Virgin Mary. 

Maria is a paragon of her sex and is identified as the 

mistress of the garden, not unlike Milton's unfalien Eve. 

About Maria the speaker says: 

No new-born Comet such a Train 

Draws through the Skie, nor Star new-slain. 

For streight those giddy Rockets fail, 

Which from the putrid Earth exhale, 

But by her Flames, in Heaven try'd, 

Nature is wholly vitrifi'd. 

(11. 683-88) 

Moreover, Maria is described as the true well-spring of 

beauty: 

'Tis She that to these Gardens gave 

That wondrous Beauty which they have; 

She streightness on the Woods bestows; 

To Her the Meadow sweetness owes; 

Nothing could make the River be 

So Chrystal-pure but only She; 

She yet more Pure, Sweet, Streight, and Fair, 

Then Gardens, Woods, Meads, Rivers are. 

(11. 689-696) 

Like Milton's Adam, the persona of "Appleton House" states 

that Maria/Eve engenders the deference of Nature: "See how 
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loose Nature, in respect / To her, it self doth recollect" 

(11. 657-58). The reason for this respect shown by nature 

to Maria is given in stanza eighty-nine, in which Maria's 

physical beauty is shown to be a manifestation of her 

spiritual beauty: 

For She, to higher Beauties rais'd, 

Disdains to be for lesser prais'd. 

She counts her Beauty to converse 

In all the Languages as hers; 

Nor yet in those her self imployes 

But for the Wisdome, not the Novse; 

Nor yet that Wisdome would affect, 

But as 'tis Heavens Dialect. 

(11. 705-12) 

In stanza ninety, the speaker also reveals that, like Eve, 

Maria's nobleness serves as a protective aura which helps 

her avoid the ambushes laid for her by Cupid. 

Despite their similarities, Maria is unlike Eve in one 

important respect: Eve fails to recognize deception lying 

in ambush for her in the garden. Maria is not victimized by 

the vanity which allows Eve to be deceived. In stanza 

ninety-two, the persona contrasts Maria with those foolish 

women who spend their time embellishing physical beauty 

rather than cultivating spiritual beauty, which the speaker 

has identified as the true source of Maria1s beauty. 
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Maria's imperviousness to temptation is further indicated in 

the fact that dominance has no appeal for her, as it did for 

Eve, and even Thwaites momentarily. 

Maria's name and her virginal state clearly identify 

her with the Virgin Mary, but an even more significant 

association with Mary is suggested in stanza ninety-three 

when the speaker indicates that at the appropriate time 

Maria will be severed from her parents "for some universal 

good" (1. 741). Her marriage and the birth of her children 

will reflect the universal good achieved by the birth of 

Christ.51 Like Mary, she is the instrument of God's grace. 

Identification with Mary's role as mother contrasts sharply 

with the ideal of virginity offered Thwaites by the 

prioress. Thwaites is tempted with the opportunity to 

become immortalized as the model for artistic 

representations of the Virgin—in appearance only; Maria is 

being nurtured to identify herself with the Virgin through 

her proper functions in the world. 

In the garden which is her nursery, Maria studies to 

prepare herself to take her place in the world. In this 

respect she also differs from Eve, who does not take 

instruction well. Unlike Eve, Maria is obedient. Not only 

has she been nurtured in a "Domestick Heaven." (1. 722) but 

she was under the tutelage of Marvell at the time of the 

composition of the poem. The persona alludes to this 

instruction in stanza eighty-nine when he refers to her 
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study of language and in stanza ninety-four when he refers 

to her "studious Hours" (1. 746). The depiction of Maria 

studying to take her place in the world even faintly 

parallels the studious youth of Jesus. 

Just as the current Fairfax surpasses his parents, so 

does Maria surpass her parents. Underlying the history of 

the house and the family is a sense of progress; that is, 

not only is the family depicted as perfecting itself through 

time, but insofar as Maria synthesizes Eve and Mary, she 

represents man's hope of recapturing the Paradise lost by 

participation in the world, not retreat from it. Moreover, 

in her English Protestant garden, Maria has Nature, her 

father, and her tutor as exemplars of the ideal life 

balancing of action and contemplation. The hope embodied in 

Maria tempers the note of sadness which reappears in stanza 

ninety-six. Though the world is not what it once was, the 

estate at Appleton offers "Paradice's only Map" (1. 768), 

that is, the only representation or model of that lost 

perfection. Stanzas ninety-four through ninety-six bring to 

mind the conclusion of "Wrest," in which Carew draws an 

analogy between the estate and England. The persona likens 

Appleton House to England itself. Like Carew, the persona 

of Marvell's poem cautions fields, springs, bushes, and 

flowers to keep to their own kind, to remain uncompounded, 

so that just as Maria is chief among virgins, so too the 

estate will precede all others. Then comes a catalogue of 
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famous historical gardens which pale by comparison with 

Appleton. Marvel1 concludes with the implication that 

attributes of this English Protestant garden are crucial not 

only to England, but to the world. 

The country-house poems analyzed in this chapter may 

profitably be viewed in the context of the contemplative/ 

active debate. To view them solely as poems in praise or 

defense of the country estate or the aristocracy or as mere 

encomia risks oversimplifying and restricting their thematic 

range. The analysis reveals that the contemplative/active 

theme is developed on the individual (moral) level and the 

social (ethical) level. The estate is the metaphor or 

emblem of the social order which results from the interplay 

of the active and contemplative forces within the 

individual. Marriage is the emblem of an equilibrium of 

these forces within the individual. When the social order 

of the estate and the moral order of the individual are 

viewed as complementary, it becomes clear that these poems 

can be divided into two groups: those in which the active 

and contemplative forces exist in a state of equilibrium and 

those in which they exist in a state of disequilibrium. 

The estates of "Saxham" and "Amyntor's Grove" are 

portrayed as shrines, as is the convent of "Appleton House." 

Saxham is a shrine to power; the estate of "Amyntor's Grove" 

and the convent in "Appleton House" are shrines to artifice. 

Encompassed by the identification with the shrine is the 
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idea of entombment and stasis. By establishing themselves 

apart from and superior to nature's dynamics, these houses 

have become shrines to artifice, resulting in a sterility 

that leads to death. The absence of or disequilibrium of 

marriage in these poems also represents man's estrangement 

from nature, his partner in the creation of the social 

order. When the balance between the active and contem-

plative has been upset and the bond between man and nature 

has been severed, the community gives way to a narrow 

elitism, maintained by exclusion, and leading to stasis and 

sterility. This is evident in Saxham in that visitors to 

the house remain strangers; even neighbors are excluded from 

its compass. In "Amyntor's Grove," living men are excluded 

from the hall in favor of their images. 

The exclusivity required to maintain separateness 

culminates in the sterility of these estates and the convent 

in "Appleton House." Having rejected the community of men 

and nature, these estates have become hollow emblems, 

symbols without substance, lacking the dynamic of the living 

emblem which retains affective power because it is grounded 

in virtue by action. Without the reality of "lived" virtue, 

these edifices become shrines to appearance or artifice. 

Since artifice is temporal, ironically man becomes trapped 

by the very means with which he sought to transcend time. 

In those poems, however, in which the active and 

contemplative exist in a state of equilibrium, as 
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exemplified by the emblem of marriage and the partnership 

between man and nature, the social order which complements 

this moral order is communal, fruitful, and timeless. These 

poems are predicated upon the premise that moral 

perfectability is an attainable goal toward which man should 

direct his energies. In his attempt to attain this goal, 

man must embrace nature as his equal partner. Insofar as 

man represents the temporal and nature the eternal, this 

partnership eliminates such artificial distinctions as the 

private and public man, and the moral and the happy life. 

Finally, the timelessness of the Golden Age can only be 

recreated in the community of men, through the dynamic 

interplay of the temporal and the eternal, the active and 

the contemplative. It is this ideal and these principles 

that are espoused in "To Penshurst" and "Upon Appleton 

House." 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE ENGLISH COUNTRY-HOUSE POEM: 

THE ARCHITECTURAL CONTEXT 

It becomes apparent in detailed analysis of the major 

English country-house poems of the Renaissance, particu-

larly those of Jonson and Marvell, that architectural 

configurations can be of crucial importance. If form 

follows function, then it is not surprising that the 

country-house poem reflects the slowly evolving plans and 

features that derive from the multifarious functions of the 

manorial estate. During the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, the medieval manorial tradition reflected in 

Penshurst and Appleton was being transformed by a variety of 

social, political, and aesthetic forces. The construction 

considerations of the medieval period primarily centered on 

safety and function, whereas by Elizabeth's reign, these 

practical considerations had largely given way to consider-

ations of stateliness and display.1 As the need for 

fortification lessened, the concept of comfort began to 

influence the architecture of the home.2 Concurrent with 

the transformation of the medieval fortress is the gradual 

decline in prominence of the great hall, which had 

maintained its position as the nucleus of the great house 

for three centuries.3 By the eighteenth century, the most 

81 
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striking change that had occurred in the design of the great 

house was the "abolition of homeliness," in part effected by 

the transformation of the hall from its ancient use as 

living room to that of vestibule.4 

Although Mark Girouard claims that the great hall was 

past its prime as the dining room of the lord and lady by 

1400,5 it remained the central feature of the design of the 

great country house until the seventeenth century, when, for 

example, a room designated the dining parlor for the family 

appears in the plan for Burton Agnes (1602-1610).6 The 

plans of some representative houses built before and during 

the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods illustrate modifi-

cations made to the hall. 
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Fig. 1. Great Chalfield, Wiltshire, 1422-1461. 
Reprinted from J. A. Gotch, Early Renaissance Architecture 
in England (London: B. T. Batsford, 1901) 43. 

Great Chalfield, Wiltshire, was built near the end of the 

reign of Henry VI and illustrates the typical English plan 

before it was influenced by continental architecture. As J. 
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Alfred Gotch explains, the orientation of the hall is 

typically medieval. The hall is situated between the family 

quarters and the kitchen, buttery, and servants' quarters, 

and in effect it divided the house into two separate 

portions because there was no passageway to connect these 

portions except through the hall. The hall was a rectan-

gular room with an entrance on both short sides: the 

entrance on the kitchen side was called "the screens," over 

which was a gallery, usually called the minstrels' gallery; 

the other end of the hall contained the dais, on which was 

set the table of the lord and lady. Other characteristic 

features of the medieval and early Elizabethan hall included 

the bay window and the fireplace, located on one of the side 

walls. Halls in the early period had exposed timbers and a 

very high roof for ventilation.7 In the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, halls ranged in size from that of 

Penshurst (62'x 39') to the now roofless halls of Kenilworth 

Castle (90'x 45') and the Bishop's Palace at Wells (115' x 

59'6") .8 

The Baron's Hall at Penshurst, built in 1341, in the 

possession of the Sidneys since 1585,9 is generally agreed 

to be the best surviving medieval hall in Great Britain.10 

The interior of the hall has a chestnut timbered roof, over 

60 feet high, which is supported by beams which are 

"seemingly" supported by ten life-sized corbels modelled on 

men and women who worked for Sir John de Pulteney, the 
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original owner/builder.11 Llewellynn Jewitt describes the 

screens as richly carved and panelled, the Gothic windows 

narrow and lofty, and the oak tables on each side of the 

hall are among the earliest pieces of furniture in England. 

In the center of the hall is the original hearth, perhaps 

the only one surviving in England, flanked by the original 

andirons. The opening in the roof above the hearth had been 

covered by a small ornamented turret called a smoke-louvre, 

which was removed after it had been "Italianised" and 

ruined.12 

Although the original plans of Penshurst are not 

available, the layout of the fourteenth-century house 

resembles the plan for Great Chalfield (1422-1461). John 

Summerson refers to this type of orientation as plan-type 

No. 2, a less ambitious type of plan with a single wing on 

one side so that the design of the house appears T- or L-

shaped,-*-̂  as Figure 2 shows. 
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Fig. 2. Sixteenth-century house types. Reprinted from John 
Summerson, Architecture in Britain, 1530-1830 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970) 103. 
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The plan for Haddon Hall, Derbyshire, another medieval 

manor roughly contemporary with Penshurst, illustrates 

how the manor was extended from the hall by the addition 

of wings. The asymmetrical growth of Haddon attests 
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Fig. 3. Ground floor plan of Haddon Hall, Derbyshire, based 
on a plan by Mr. E. G. Wyllie. Reprinted from W. A. 
McClung, The Country House in English Renaissance Poetry 
(Berkeley: U of California P, 1977) 58. 

to the fact that the additions to it, as at Penshurst, were 

the collective work of artisans and builders in response to 

the changing needs and tastes of the family over several 

centuries.14 

The hall of Penshurst demonstrates the enduring beauty 

and grace of the edifice and its power to evoke the communal 

spirit of medieval life. It is not surprising that Jonson 

should make Penshurst the emblem of his artistic ideals of 

proportion and measure as they are expressed in the conduct 
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of life. As Raymond Southall observes, "Jonson's world is a 

world of art, not because he is an aesthete but because he 

conceives of art as governed by the same standards as those 

which govern life."15 Penshurst symbolizes the art of 

living, which, like Jonson's poetry, is based on the 

disciplined effort required to produce the effect of the 

nonchalance or sprezzatura of the Humanist ideal. As 

Southall makes clear, however, Jonson's classical concern 

for measure and proportion and civility and manners is not 

to be confused with the later neoclassical concern for 

"rigidity and formality" and "formal behaviour and 

reserve."16 Whether daily life at Penshurst entirely 

fulfilled the ideal for which Jonson praised it is open to 

question; nonetheless, it is certain that the way of life 

which it represented was gradually succumbing to a host of 

forces. 

The most significant changes occurring in the design of 

the country house during Elizabeth's reign were the growing 

appeal of symmetry and the decline of the hall as the 

nucleus of the house. According to Gotch, Kirby Hall (157 0-

75), one of Sir Christopher Hatton's estates, reflects the 

nascent effort toward symmetry. Longleat (1568), Wollaton 

(1580-88), and Montacute (1580) (Appendix B) attest to the 

influence of symmetry on the design of some of the great 

country houses built during Elizabeth's reign.17 Because of 

its enclosed courtyard, Montacute, Somerset, has lost all 
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semblance of defense, and the demands for the symmetrical 

arrangement of the windows required that the bay be moved 

from the end to the middle of the hall. Moreover, the hall 

of Montacute is only a single story; above it is a gal-

lery. 1 8 

The design of Aston Hall, Birmingham (1618-1631), which 

is probably the work of John Thorpe,19 reveals the transfor-

mation of the hall from communal dining room to entrance, 

for it is entered from the middle of the side, not the end, 

because the fireplace has been moved to the end; moreover, 

the dais and bay window have been removed,20 as Figure 4 

shows. 

—ftL-1 
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Fig. 4. Aston Hall, Birmingham. Reprinted from J. Alfred 
Gotch, Early Renaissance Architecture in England (London: 
B. T. Batsford, 1901) 71. 

Thorpe's sketchbook, housed in the Soane Museum, is of 

interest because it contains plans for some houses which 

reflect modifications of the hall. Although it is unceratin 

which, if any, of these designs were built, in one of the 

plans, Thorpe designates the room usually called the parlour 
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as the "'dy pier,'" or dining parlour, which Gotch inter-

prets as an indication of the transfer of the dining 

function of the hall to a smaller, more intimate and 

comfortable room.21 Another of Thorpe's plans designates a 

room as the "'Servants' dining-room.'" As the hall becomes 

merely an entrance, the screens are moved to the side of the 

hall, or removed, and the dais and bay are removed. The plan 

for Holland House (burnt 1941), also from Thorpe's 

sketchbook, shows the hall, without screens, entered on its 

short axis and placed on the central axis of the house,22 as 

seen in Figure 5. 
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Fig. 5. Holland House, from John Thorpe's Sketchbook. 
Reprinted from John Summerson, Architecture in Britain, 
1530-1830 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970) 91. 

In another sketch, the great staircase occupies the central 

position, and in another the kitchen and its offices are 

underground, while the hall extends through the house from 
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front to back, on the Italian model.23 

These changes in the design of the country house 

reflect changes in the function of the great house as well 

as changes in the habits and taste of those occupying the 

house. As already noted, fortification was no longer a 

necessity by the time of Henry VIII, though as Summerson 

observes, the fortress aspect was retained as a decorative 

feature, most notably by John Smythson at Bolsover Castle 

( 1 6 1 2 ) . 2 4 Freedom from the demands of fortification 

allowed much more freedom with the exterior of the house, 

which is evidenced by the profusion of windows at Longleat 

and Wollaton. The grandness of scale and appearance of the 

"outward-looking"25 prodigy houses were intended as a 

tribute to the Court, for whose reception they were built, 

and to demonstrate the loyalty and prosperity of those whose 

fortunes had flourished under royal patronage. In keeping 

with the "extraversion" of these prodigy houses and the 

intent to display, their builders situated these houses on 

sites of extreme prominence, creating "assertive" monuments 

which "made no compromise with nature and sought no pro-

tection."26 Among the other famous prodigy houses are 

William Cecil's Theobalds (demolished about 1650) and 

Burghley House, Sir Christopher Hatton's Holdenby, Northants 

(demolished during the Commonwealth), and Audley End, Essex 

(partially demolished). 
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As important as these design and architectural changes 

are, they imply equally important changes in living 

patterns, in fragmentation of labor, and in aesthetic 

sensibility. Clearly some of the changes result from the 

search on the part of the extended family for more privacy 

and more comfort. Furthermore, specialization in labor 

brings about other changes. Tasks that were once performed 

publicly in the great hall are increasingly placed behind 

the scene and relegated to smaller spaces elsewhere designed 

especially to accommodate them. In addition, changing 

political and social values, among other things, meant that 

the role of the manor was less important, especially as many 

of the duties and functions of manorial estates were 

transferred elsewhere. Naturally, the country-house poem 

began to reflect these changes in habit and attitude, 

sometimes with an increasing sense of nostalgia and regret 

for the passing of an old order, and sometimes with 

unabashed acceptance of the new. 

The Court's influence on the uses of the country house 

extended beyond the considerations required for its re-

ception. As attendance at Court increasingly became the 

route to power and fortune, longer periods of residence in 

London became a necessity. Life at Court was expensive, and 

the size of the household maintained in the country was 

impractical and expensive in London. The number of 

household attendants gradually decreased, and the taste for 
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private and intimate luxury cultivated by life at Court 

began to prevail in the country.27 Lawrence Stone estimates 

that by 1560, about half the peerage (30) had town houses, 

and almost all the earls were lodged in the mansions which 

had belonged to the Church. By the 1620's and 30's evidence 

suggests that as many as fifty-nine peers lived in rented 

lodgings or houses, and forty-one owned residences in 

London. During the same period, the number of gentry 

residing in London for at least part of the year, especially 

for the Christmas season, had reached several hundred.28 

The Crown encouraged dependence on the Court to enhance 

its authority and prestige and to reduce the likelihood of 

the powerful magnates fomenting riot and rebellion.29 Legal 

business, the excitement of London, and the rewards to be 

garnered at Court were the chief reasons members of the 

peerage and the upper gentry transferred their primary 

residence to London. By 1599, service to the state was more 

often performed by participation in the administration of 

the government than by military service.30 

Although the rewards to be gained at Court were great, 

they were gained at a price, not the least of which was 

one's dignity or even integrity. Besides the price of his 

office, and sometimes his title, lavish entertaining, 

fashion, and household expenses were a drain on finances. 

Stone maintains that it is difficult to calculate precisely 

the additional cost to the nobleman of living in London, but 
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he estimates that in the early seventeenth century it ranged 

from an additional one thousand pounds a year for those 

without an official position to as much as ten thousand or 

more for an Essex, a Salisbury, or a Buckingham, despite the 

fact that every official was given a food allowance for his 

dependents.31 Not the least of the expenses of maintaining 

one's position at Court was incurred by hosting the Court on 

its progresses. In addition to these expenses, those on 

court-appointed diplomatic missions shouldered the majority 

of the expenses, with only a modest contribution made by the 

Crown.3 2 

The primary effect of the growing dependence of the 

peers and the upper gentry on the Court from the reign of 

Elizabeth up to the Civil War and after was a growing 

opposition between Court and Country, a conspicuous theme in 

the poetry and drama of the eighteenth century. Moreover, 

from the reign of Elizabeth to the outbreak of the Civil 

War, the Court was increasingly thought of as exclusive, 

parasitic,33 and morally corrupt. The increasingly 

exclusive make up of the Court during the reigns of the 

Stuarts affected the composition of the country household. 

The reduction of the household to a primarily domestic staff 

in support of the family represented a major social change. 

The medieval household had been composed of members from all 

classes joined under the earl or baron for protection; 

however, as the power of the central government grew and the 
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need to band together lessened, the medieval household 

underwent reorganization. 

As the middle ranks of the communal household left, the 

household was reorganized on the basis of class, which 

emphasized the distance between those at the top of the 

hierarchy and those at the bottom. Without the large 

household to preside over, the nobility began to retreat to 

more intimate rooms, in part because of the growing desire 

for privacy and in part because of the increasing complexity 

of social life. Hence, as the idea of service lost its 

medieval sense of mutuality, service became identified 

primarily with the domestic class.34 

The design of Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire, built between 

1590 and 1597, illustrates the influence of the social 

changes discussed above. The hall is placed on the axis of 

the main entrance, instead of to the right or left, which 

reflects its diminished status to that of vestibule.35 

Another feature of Hardwick is the elevation of the best and 

most important rooms. The servants' quarters, kitchen, and 

nursery occupied the ground floor, the family lodgings the 

first floor, and the grand lodgings, the main great chamber, 

and the gallery were on the second floor. Symbolic of the 

ascending importance of the levels is the "escalating 

height" of the windows by floor.36 

Changes in the design, ornamentation, and organization 

of English country houses may also be appreciated in the 
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context of the general shift away from the medieval con-

ception of life as a public affair. In his study of the 

development of the concept of the home, Witold Rybczynski 

asserts that comfort could not have been missed or even 

imagined by the medieval mind because utilitarian objects 

lacked meaning; hence, they were given no thought. More-

over, the "evolution of domestic comfort" is a by-product of 

the emergence of the internal world of the individual, the 

self, and the family. More than a search for physical well-

being, the idea of comfort developed as the house came to be 

appreciated as the "setting for an emerging interior 

life."37 Rybczynski also argues that the "feminization of 

the home in seventeenth-century Holland was one of the most 

important events in the evolution of the domestic in-

terior. "38 

Although the feminine influence in interior decoration 

developed somewhat later in England than in Holland and 

France, particularly, the balance of the masculine and 

feminine which characterizes the households of "Penshurst" 

and "Wrest" has been disrupted in "Saxham" and "Amyntor's 

Grove," which is evident in the predominance of the mas-

culine in "Saxham" and the predominance of the feminine in 

"Amyntor's Grove." Increasingly, the notion of the house as 

private retreat is associated with a predominantly feminine 

influence, whereas the feudal concept of the house as public 

and inclusive is associated with a balance of masculine and 
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feminine influence. 

In addition to the complex network of socio-political 

forces which influenced changes in the use and design of the 

Elizabethan country house, the burgeoning interest in 

architecture exerted a steadily growing influence on the 

design and ornamentation of the English country house. Much 

has been written about the rise of the architect and 

architecture and the relationship of Continental architec-

ture to the transformation of native English building. 

Hibbard has attributed alterations in the design of country 

houses after 1622 to the influence of Inigo Jones' neo-

classical designs.39 W. A. McClung convincingly qualifies 

this argument with regard to the country-house poems of 

Jonson, Carew, Herrick, and Marvell, while accepting the 

dominant influence of Jones.40 Notwithstanding Jones' 

influence on English architecture, during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries Continental styles other than Pal-

ladian were being incorporated into the design of the 

country house. 

According to Summerson, the classical architecture of 

antiquity entered the vocabulary of English masons and 

builders as a mode of decoration chiefly through the 

influence of Flemish illustrations and engravings, which 

blended Italian mannerist designs and the Northen Gothic. 

For example, the strap-work decoration which appears on 

gables and cartouches was derived by Flemish engravers from 
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cinauecento decorative shields, scrolls, and cartouches. 

Flemish engravers thus styled a "light as air" architecture 

with forms which appeared to be cut out of leather or 

parchment. Flemish architects then applied this style to 

brick and stone. In addition to strap work, the Italian 

grotesque was popular with the English, who were satisfied 

to adopt these interpretations of the architecture of 

antiquity without investigating their origins.41 The in-

fluence of J. Vredeman de Vries, who published Architectura 

in Antwerp in 1563 and Compertimenta in 1566, is evident in 

the ornamentation of Wollaton.42 The whimsical, extrava-

gant, highly mannered style of Flemish ornamentation used by 

engravers, illustrators, jewellers, and designers became 

estremely popular with English builders in part because of 

commerce and the flourishing export of art from the Low 

Countries to England, especially from Antwerp, between 1560 

and 1590.43 

As has been noted, English building was largely a 

cooperative effort among owners, artisans, and surveyors who 

had learned their skills through guilds and passed them from 

one generation to another, often unaware of their 

derivation. The transmission of the Flemish ornamental 

style characteristic of some Jacobean prodigy houses, 

augmented by the influx of Flemish artisans to England,44 

illustrates how simple English and Flemish craftsmen 

unwittingly incorporated the highly stylized caricature of 
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Italian mannerism created by Wendl Dietterlin into the 

English country house.45 Unlike these craftsmen and 

artisans, their employers were beginning to consult 

architectural treatises when designing or remodelling their 

houses. These treatises on architecture came primarily from 

Italy and France.46 

Architectural treatises written in English during the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were rare; likewise, 

advice on building appears only occasionally.47 John 

Shute's The First and Chief Groundes of Architecture (1563) 

was probably widely used, as the appearance of editions in 

1579, 1584, and 1587 suggests, but the direct influence of 

Shute's work is impossible to identify because it is 

basically Serlian.48 Thorpe's collection of drawings, which 

has been used to identify him as the first English ar-

chitect, was misunderstood. As a surveyor, he probably 

prepared platts for houses for a fee, but it is unlikely 

that he actually designed all the houses.49 Not until Inigo 

Jones visited Italy and compared the engravings in 

Palladio's Ouattro libri dell'architettura with the actual 

Roman monuments was the firsthand critical appreciation of 

the architecture of antiquity introduced to English ar-

chitecture .50 

Inigo Jones' understanding of classical architecture 

exerted a tremendous influence on the course of English 

architecture, but during the seventeenth century his 
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influence was limited to building undertaken by the Crown. 

The hiatus of the Civil War and the Commonwealth virtually 

halted all country house building. Paradoxically, interest 

in the country-house poem remained, as evidenced by Marvell, 

but not until the beginning of the eighteenth century did 

the Palladian style exert a strong influence on the ar-

chitecture of the country house. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE ENGLISH COUNTRY HOUSE AND THE 

COUNTRY-HOUSE POEM DURING THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

A survey of the country-house poem during the 

Restoration and Eighteenth Century reveals no country-house 

poem in the Jonsonian tradition. Paradoxically, the 

topographical poem, verse epistles on retirement to the 

country, and poems on other rurals themes were very popular. 

The absence of the Jonsonian country-house poem may seem 

curious in view of the general appreciation of Jonson's 

poetry during the Restoration and Eighteenth Century and in 

view of the heightened interest in architecture in England 

during this time. An examination of the theme of retirement 

in selected poems by Charles Cotton, John Dryden, and John 

Pomfret illustrates particularly the demise of the ideal 

concept of community as it is reflected in the Jonsonian 

country-house poem. Poems by Alexander Pope and Matthew 

Prior manifest the revival of interest in the architecture 

of Inigo Jones and Palladianism, but they also reflect a 

profound change in the social significance of the country 

estate, which in turn contributed to the decline of the 

traditional concepts underlying the country-house poem. 

Although they were not printed until 1689, two years 

after his death,1 Charles Cotton's poems are among the 
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earliest in this period to reflect these changes. The 

younger Cotton grew up during the years of the Commonwealth, 

which he despised, and which may have influenced his love of 

the Derby countryside. "The Retirement" and "To My Freind 

Mr. John Anderson, From the Countrey" contrast the peace and 

tranquility of simple country pleasures with the vices and 

tumult of pleasures to be gotten in the city. "The Retire-

ment: Stanzes Irreguliers To Mr. Izaak Walton" stresses the 

appeal of contemplative life in the country. Stanza X 

reveals that if the persona were left alone and despised in 

the countryside he would be "over-happy" (1. 75), spending 

his time in solitary activities. The company of men who 

embrace city life is to be shunned. The vice and vanity of 

city life are identified as sources of man's unhappiness and 

uselessness. For example, the persona asserts, "I can . . . 

do more good in one short day, / Than he who his whole Age 

out wears / Upon the most conspicuous Theatres / Where 

nought but Vice and Vanity do reign" (11. 3-7). The 

opposition between city life and country life follows the 

classical tradition of Virgil in the Georcrics. and it 

reflects the growing antagonism between city and country 

while at the same time ignoring the ideals of service, duty, 

and community that are paramount in the Jonsonian tradition. 

Cotton's The Wonders of the Peake. a long narrative 

poem, praises seven extraordinary wonders of the Derbyshire 

countryside. Six of the wonders are natural; the seventh is 
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Chatsworth, seat of the Earls of Devonshire. Although this 

poem has little in common with the country-house poem, the 

lines on Chatsworth (11. 1245-1479) bear examination.2 Each 

of the six natural wonders represents the sublime—ex-

traordinary and inaccessible, dangerous, and even deadly to 

all but the most wary and intrepid. As the crowning wonder 

of the Peake, Chatsworth is the most extraordinary feature. 

Aside from the extravagant compliment, underlying the 

portrayal of the house as the chief wonder is the attitude 

that man and nature no longer work in harmony. On the 

contrary, the prevailing view now is that man must improve, 

indeed even subordinate, nature. 

Chatsworth's extraordinariness is conveyed in Cotton's 

references to it as a "Palace" (1. 1253), "Paradice" (1. 

1319), and "Princely House" (1. 1332). It is indicative 

that Chatsworth was built by Bess of Hardwick, the wealth-

iest woman in England, barring Elizabeth I, and a progenitor 

of that megalomania in building to become so prominent in 

Cotton's time. The poetic persona emphasizes the attitude 

which informed the builders and improvers of the estate: 

Doubtless, if any where, there never yet 

So brave a Structure on such ground was set, 

Which sure the Foundress built, to reconcile 

This to the other members of the Isle, 
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And would therein, first her own Grandeur show, 

And then what Art could, spite of Nature. do. 

(11. 1324-1330) 

Chatsworth is a "glittering Pile." surrounded 

by "Natures shames, and Ills" (11. 1313,1315). It is a 

demi-paradise, an enclosed garden, which the Cavendish 

dynasty has created out of the surrounding chaos. It is 

distinguished by elaborate fountains and basins which hold 

artificial seas, statuary, terraces, and garden walks. The 

various parts of the house are enumerated: "a proud Hall. 

Rooms of State. Stair-cases. Galleries, Lodgings, Apart-

ments . Closets. and Offices" (11. 1375, 1383-84). Unlike the 

life depicted at Penshurst, the life at Chatsworth reflects 

the separation of public and private life and the growing 

identity of the house as private retreat and showcase of it 

owner's status. Instead of with living men, Chatsworth is 

ornamented with Picture, Sculpture, Carving, Graving, and 

Guilding. The penultimate stanza is a compliment to the 

third Earl of Devonshire,3 who is described as sharing his 

bounty in a "constant, unexhausted Tvde / Of Hospitality and 

free Access" (1. 1467-68). This bounty is at variance with 

the artifice and ornament of the edifice and also with the 

utilitarian largesse and open hospitality of the Sidneys at 

Penshurst. 

Two other features of the lines on Chatsworth are 

noteworthy. The house is described as overflowing with art 
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but devoid of life, precisely the quality which Carew 

criticizes in "Wrest" and the quality which distinguishes 

Lovelace's "Amyntor's Grove." One gets the feeling that 

like the natural wonders, Chatsworth is not an oft-fre-

quented place, which also helps explain its extraordi-

nariness. Though it is a monument to man's drive to 

subordinate nature, it remains, for all its beauty, isolated 

in a treacherous, rough landscape. The persona of Wonders 

speaks of Chatsworth with some familiarity, but it is the 

familiarity of a tour guide rather than of a welcomed guest. 

The other noteworthy feature is the identification of 

the house as feminine. Instead of beauty being synonomous 

with usefulness, the beauty of Chatsworth is to be admired 

for itself. For example, the feminine pronoun is used for 

the lake, the mirror of the house; moreover, the secondary 

purpose of building the house was to demonstrate what art 

could do in spite of nature. In lines 1389-1400, the 

persona describes how the "Faces" of Chatsworth have been 

improved upon by the Countess of Devonshire. In succeeding 

lines, the persona uses imagery of clothing to contrast how 

the house had been dressed by its former mistress in the 

fashion of the day, which, having become outdated, has been 

replaced with the latest fashion by the current countess. 

Mirrors, fashion, and clothing imagery suggest that surface 

appearances and ornamentation are the chief distinctions of 

the house, notwithstanding the persona's assertion that the 
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owner imparts "Lustre far beyond the pow'r of Art" (1. 

1463). Like a beautiful Queen, Chatsworth sits lavishly 

adorned to be admired from a distance. 

Dryden's "Epistle to My Honour'd Kinsman, John Driden" 

and Pomfret's "The Choice" also reflect some changes in the 

treatment of the theme of life at a country estate. The 

poems were probably contemporaneous, Dryden's dating from 

1699 and Pomfret's having been published in 1700. They echo 

Jonson insofar as they stress the theme of moderation— 

ample but simple fare, a modest but comfortable house, open 

to friend and neighbor alike, and filled with things 

"Useful, Necessary [and] Plain"4 (Pomfret 1. 10). Dryden's 

kinsman is known as a peacemaker among his neighbors and 

praised for his service to his country, which, as a member 

of Parliament, often calls him away from his country 

retreat. Besides the praise of his kinsman's virtues, 

Dryden's poem also contains a digression on some unscru-

pulous doctors who profit from the misfortune of others, 

unlike his kinsman, who "[hoards] not Health, for . . . 

private Use; / But on the Publick spend[s] the rich Produce" 

(11. 117-18).5 

Although these poems praise some of the virtues praised 

in the Jonsonian country-house poems, they differ insofar as 

life in the country and in the city are opposed. For 

example, doctors reside in the city. Dryden's persona 

advises that men would be better off to seek "Phisick from 
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the Fields, in Draughts of Vital Air" (1. 116) than from 

physicans. Pomfret's persona chooses friends who are not 

. busy Medlers with Intrigues of State" (1. 91), and he 

vows to shun litigation, one of the preoccupations of 

Londoners. While Dryden praises the balance of the active 

and contemplative life in his partiotic kinsman, Pomfret 

clearly rejects the activities and pleasures of the city. 

The two poems are similar in that the peaceful country 

life is marked by the rejection of a wife. Dryden remarks 

that his kinsman is "uncumbered with a wife," and after a 

digression on woman as the weaker sex, he concludes by 

lauding his cousin for having "shunned . . . the married 

state, / Trusting as little as you can to fate" (11. 34-35). 

Pomfret's persona similarly shuns the married state, but not 

the company of women entirely. He would choose " . . . some 

obliging Modest-Fair . . ."to whose company he would "some-

times retire" (1. 101, 129). The absence of a wife suggests 

a state of disequilibrium uncharacteristic of the Jonsonian 

country-house poem, in which the wife and mistress of the 

estate is a functioning partner and vital to the well-being 

of the estate. 

The rejection of a wife, and by inference a family, 

suggests a self-absorption, an excess of the contemplative 

life as it is depicted by Marvell in "Upon Appleton House." 

Moreover, abstention from marriage is presented as an 

improvement on human nature, but it is perhaps an excessive 



112 

response to the desire to subordinate passion to reason, and 

by extension, to subordinate nature to man. Finally, the 

absence of the husband-wife relationship suggests a modifi-

cation of the significance of the country house, for the 

legacy of solitary retirement is discontinuity, which 

contrasts sharply with the historical continuity symbolized 

by the Jonsonian country estate. 

These departures from the Jonsonian ideal of life on 

the country estate reflect changes in the conception of the 

country house during the eighteenth century brought on in 

part by a heightened interest in architecture. Two ar-

chitectural developments altered the design and identity of 

the English country house during the eighteenth century: 

interest in Palladianism and architectural patronage by the 

middle class. In the early part of the century, a revival 

of interest in the architecture of Inigo Jones and Palladio 

was fostered by the publication of Colin Campbell's 

Vitruvius Britannicus, the first volume of which was 

published in 1715, and English editions of Palladio's 

Ouattro Libri published by Giacomo Leoni (1716-1720), Colin 

Campbell's edition of Palladiofs First Book of the Orders 

(1728 or 29), which was initiated by Richard Boyle, third 

Earl of Burlington, in response to the liberties taken with 

Palladio's designs by Leoni, and, among others, Isaac Ware's 

edition of The Four Books of Architecture by Andrea Palladio 

(1738).5 
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Interest in Jones and Palladianism was fostered by a 

coterie of prominent Whigs for whom neoclassical architec-

ture was a political statement in reaction to the Baroque 

style which had been associated with the patronage of Sir 

Christopher Wren by the Stuarts following the Restoration.7 

These Whigs, notably Colin Campbell, Anthony Ashley Cooper, 

third Earl of Shaftsbury, Richard Boyle, third Earl of 

Burlington, and William Kent, sought to establish a national 

architecture by promoting Jones as the British Vitruvius and 

to associate their buildings with the architecture and 

politics of classical Rome via the designs and theory of 

Palladio.8 By their buildings and their political theory 

they identified themselves as advocates of the supremacy of 

Parliament. 

As the moralist of the group, Shaftsbury developed an 

ethical theory in which he extended the classical principles 

which govern design to morals; that is, he identified the 

faculty by which one perceives beauty with the moral sense 

by which one perceives the spiritual quality of conduct. 

The intimacy of the relationship between aesthetics and 

morals promoted by Shaftsbury contributed to the Whigs' 

obsession with taste and the cult of the virtuoso.^ The 

appreciation of the classical qualities of proportion, 

harmony, symmetry, and balance reflected the virtuoso's 

striving for moral perfection. The man of taste demon-

strated his moral superiority by his reverence for classical 
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forms in architecture and art, and he even tried to apply 

those aesthetic ideals to his conduct. 

It is not difficult to imagine how easily the ethical 

position of the virtuoso lent itself to satire. In "Epistle 

IV, To Richard Boyle, Earl of Burlington,"10 Alexander Pope 

used the occasion of Burlington's publication of Campbell's 

edition of Palladio to satirize taste that is not founded on 

good sense, and architecture which places appearance before 

use. The "Timon's Villa" passage is well-known as an attack 

on extravagance and splendor put to the service of false 

taste. Early in the poem Pope also ridicules the wealthy 

fools who, in aping Palladian taste, are 

Proud to catch cold at a Venetian door; 

Conscious they act a true Palladian part, 

And, if they starve, they starve by rules of art. 

(11. 36-8) 

Pope's scorn for the imitating fools and their false 

taste parallels his scorn for the poet who sacrifices art 

for adherence to decorum. In his "Epistle to Burlington," 

Pope contrasts the man of false taste with Burlington, the 

epitome of true taste. There are those, however, who think 

that Pope's critical acumen did not encompass architecture. 

In William Hogarth's The Man of Taste (1731), Pope is 

depicted whitewashing Burlington Gate, on which the figure 

of William Kent surmounts the pediment above the figures of 
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Raphael and Michaelangelo. Pope's "Epistle to Burlington" 

is said to have made the word "taste" fashionable, and it 

was the stimulus for a host of satires on the "man of 

taste."11 The satire of false taste by Pope recalls Carew's 

criticism of the taste for things Continental rather than 

native in "Wrest." 

B. Sprague Allen cites considerable evidence that the 

dogmatism of Burlington's circle led to excesses; moreover, 

their departures from classical principles were not always 

for the better.12 For example, at Kedleston and Holkham, 

the kitchen is located in a wing that is considerably 

removed from the dining rooms located in the central block. 

Among the measures taken to conform to principles of 

classical design were the impractical use of large windows 

in undesirable locations, sham windows, and even false 

doors.13 At Mereworth Colin Campbell designed a complicated 

system of flues to eliminate projecting chimneys and thereby 

preserve the simplicity of the skyline, but the system 

failed. The Earl of Leicester was dismayed that the 

chimneys of Holkham smoked,14 but Allen quotes Leicester as 

saying, "'I shall never venture rashly to interfere with the 

result of years of thought and study in Italy,'"15 in 

response to the suggestion that he alter the design of 

Holkham. 

Additional evidence of the inconvenience of the 

monumental Palladian country houses is provided by the 
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testimony of contemporary visitors. Allen cites Samuel 

Johnson's observations about Kedleston. Johnson complained 

that "the bed-chambers were small, low, dark, and fitter for 

a prison than a house of splendour . . . . There seemed in 

the whole more cost than judgement.'"16 On the occasion of 

his second visit, he sarcastically observed that Kedleston 

would be better suited as a town hall, for its plan was not 

suited to the daily needs of the occupants.17 

Notwithstanding the architectural achievement of 

Holkham Hall,18 its interior arrangment suggests that the 

house was conceived of as a museum rather than as a 

dwelling. In "Reading a House: Holkham Hall and the 

Augustan Ideal," Jeffrey Gross argues that the British 

Palladians overlooked, or perhaps even disregarded, 

Palladio's concern with function, for his country houses 

were designed for working farms, and to this end he united 

utility with beauty.19 The divergence from Palladio's 

conception of the country house is perhaps nowhere more 

apparent than at Holkham. The principal floor contains the 

remarkable apsidal hall, derived from Palladio's design for 

a classical basilica and Burlington's interpretation of 

Palladio's interpretation of Vitruvius's Egyptian Hall, 

which Burlington used for the design of the York Assembly 

Rooms (1730).20 The effect of the Grand Hall has been 

described as communicating an "air of ancient grandeur,1,21 

and as "theatrical," the drama of a "splendid museum."22 
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Leicester's collection of sculpture from Roman antiquity, 

perhaps the most important in England since the time of 

Arundel,23 occupied most of the principal floor of Holkham. 

The popularity of the tour of the monumental country 

houses provides evidence of the new "public" quality of the 

Palladian houses and the general fascination with 

architecture and gardening. Allen cites numerous guide-

books and catalogues of private art collections which were 

printed to meet the demands of those who undertook these 

excursions. Typical among the publications were The Norfolk 

Tour (1777), A Description of Holkham House (1775), and A 

Short Account of the Principal Seats and Gardens in and 

about Twickenham (1760).24 

In addition to the hall at Holkham, the principal floor 

consists of a Sculpture Gallery (105 feet long), three 

reception rooms, two dining rooms, and state apartments. In 

contrast to the country house of Palladio, the family 

quarters at Holkham are removed from the central block of 

the house to the southwest wing, which constitutes a self-

contained private house.25 Gross concludes that the British 

Palladians built an icon of a perfect time and place. Of 

his monument, Leicester said of the builder Brettingham to 

his son, '"Your father has built a house more to look at 

than to live in."'26 This comment best sums up the 

monumental English Palladian country houses built during the 

mid-eighteenth century. 
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The interest in architecture generated by the British 

Palladians produced a boom in country-house building from 

1710 to 1740. According to John Summerson, during this 

period, approximately 150 large country houses were built: 

twenty-one during the period 1710 to 1714, twenty-two during 

the period 1715 to 1719, and fifty during the period 1720 to 

1724.27 The increase in building can be attributed partly 

to the restoration of peace following the Commonwealth 

interregnum and to the shift in patronage from the Court to 

the aristocracy, and eventually to wealthy middle—class 

patrons who made their fortunes in commerce. Prior to 1726, 

architects or surveyors had been patronized primarily by the 

Court through appointment to the Office of the Works, as in 

the case of John Thorpe, Inigo Jones, Sir Christopher Wren, 

and Sir John Vanbrugh; but by the time of the death of Queen 

Mary in 1694, patronage by the Court was replaced with 

patronage by the landed classes, including the nobility, 

wealthy businessmen who had amassed great estates, and even 

country gentlemen.28 The shift in architectural patronage 

is also related to changes in land ownership in England 

during the period 1680 to 174029 and the political activity 

of those building country houses in the early eighteenth 

century.30 

The influence of the new, predominantly Whig patrons of 

the Palladian architects had far-reaching conseguences for 

the development of the architecture of the country house in 
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the eighteenth century. The nouveau riche businessmen 

tended to be less conservative and interested in pursuing 

the innovative designs of the Palladians. Campbell's design 

for Wanstead, Essex, for Sir Richard Child, heir of an East 

India Company fortune, has been identified as one of the 

prototype great Palladian country houses.31 Curiously, 

however, after 1760 the number of great houses built on the 

model of Wanstead declined, despite the general increase in 

the number of country houses built after this date. Among 

the factors which contributed to this decline are the 

growing interest in interior arrangement and decoration, the 

relaxation of the aristocratic and politically conscious 

attitude toward country-house building, and the increasing 

patronage of the architect by the wealthy middle class.32 

Perhaps, however, the factor which contributed most 

significantly to the decline in the number of monumental 

country houses was the rise in popularity of the villa, 

which, by the end of the century, had transformed the 

Palladian great house.33 The popularity of the villa can be 

attributed to the growing interest in interior arrangement 

and decoration and the desire for a place of leisured 

retirement. During the 1720's when some of the great 

Palladian country houses were being built, the concept of 

the villa was also making its way into the consciousness of 

the British, chiefly through the works of Burlington and 

Campbell. Six villas, four of which were designed by 
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Campbell and derived from Palladio, were built around 1720 

to 1725,34 and of these six, four—Chiswick, Marble Hill, 

Lord Herbert's Lodge at Whitehall, and White Lodge—were 

located in the Thames Valley, easily accessible from 

London.35 Although the concept of the villa adopted by the 

English derives from Palladio, Summerson observes that 

Palladio used the term case di villa for his country houses 

to distinguish the owner's house from his country estate; 

moreover, by and large, the English Palladians did not use 

the term villa.36 By mid-century, however, the term villa 

began to gain currency, when, as Summerson claims, the villa 

experienced a revival, largely at the hands of Isaac Ware, 

Sir Robert Taylor, and Sir William Chambers, architects who 

designed country houses for men with city fortunes. Over 

the next twenty years, according to Summerson, the English 

country house "underwent a fundamental change of character, 

based on a reconsideration of the villa . . . ."37 By 1793, 

the conception of the villa had been thoroughly Anglicized, 

to the degree that its attributes had been recorded by 

Charles Middleton, a London architect.38 

Middleton's definition is based on function rather than 

on aesthetic or theoretical distinctions, as Summerson 

observes. Moreover, the appeal of the villa resulted from 

its versatility. It could be modified to accommodate the 

needs of a variety of people at more than one social level. 

In addition, the qualities which distinguish the villa from 
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the great country houses indicate the shift in attention 

away from size and outward display of grandness to interior 

comfort. Burlington built Chiswick as an art museum or 

"cultural temple"39 not as a residence. Similarly, the 

other villas in the Thames Valley were designed as retreats, 

not primary residences. At Chiswick, Burlington arranged 

ten rooms of varied size and shape into this miniature 

structure, which conveyed a sense of a "toy-like 

unreality."40 
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Fig. 6. The villa idea in house plans from 1720 to 1780. 
A—Stourhead, Wiltshire; B—plan from I. Ware's Complete 
Body of Architecture; C—Peperharow, Surrey; D—Claremont, 
Esher, Surrey; E—Berrington Hall, Herts.; F--Tendring, 
Essex. Reprinted from Summerson, "The Classical Country 
House," 583. 

These structures were much admired for their elegance and 

convenience, their compactness, and their attention to 
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interior arrangement and decoration. 

The extent to which the villa contributed to the 

transformation of the great country house of the eighteenth 

century is revealed by a comparison of the features of the 

English villa, illustrated in Figure 6, with the plans for 

Houghton, Holkham, and Kedleston. James Paine's design for 

Kedleston (350 feet total length), one of the last great 

Palladian country houses, illustrates how the idea of 

compression, derived from the English villa, transformed the 

great country houses. As Figure 7 shows, Kedleston, unlike 

Houghton or Holkham, is deeper than it is broad. Moreover, 

Kedleston is divided into three sections in both directions 

by main walls on the formula of the villa, which makes its 

arrangement more like that of Stourhead ("A," Fig. 6) than 

either Houghton or Holkham.41 
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Fig. 7. Ground floor plans of (A) Houghton, Norfolk, (B) 
Holkham, Norfolk, and (C) Kedleston, Derbyshire. Reprinted 
from Summerson, "The Classical Country House," 562. 
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As these architectural details indicate, Palladian 

architecture influenced the development of the English 

country house in three ways. Palladianism spawned a new 

generation of great country houses, marked by their 

monumental size, their adherence to classical principles of 

design, and their formality. At the same time that these 

great country houses were being built, the conception of the 

Palladian villa entered the English architectural scene. 

Finally, as architectural patronage by the middle class 

increased, the Anglicized villa with wings, a compact, 

comfortable dwelling, eclipsed the monumental Palladian 

country houses, which by the end of the century were 

considered "hulks stranded from the past."42 

Amidst this flurry of building and interest in the 

architecture of the country house, the country-house poem 

languished, although topographical poetry remained popular. 

The predominance of aesthetic concerns, reflected in part 

the prosperity enjoyed by a rising middle class and the 

general prosperity of England. The houses themselves were 

evidence of this prosperity.43 In such topographical poems 

as Pope's "Windsor-Forest," John Denham's "Cooper's Hill," 

and John Dyer's "Grongar Hill," among others, the persona's 

visit to a well-known place provides the occasion for 

reflection on such themes as the history of England and even 

the pursuit of the active and contemplative life. These 

features suggest similarities between this type of poem and 
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Marvel1's "Upon Appleton House." Curiously, however, these 

prospect poems, as they are sometimes called, do not 

acknowledge the Jonsonian ideal as contributing to the 

prosperity and peace of the England they celebrate. 

Moreover, Oliver Goldsmith's "The Deserted Village" argues 

that the prosperity and leisure which allow Englishmen to 

pursue landscape gardening, art collecting, and building in 

fact dispossessed some who formerly were members of the 

Jonsonian community: 

The man of wealth and pride, 

Takes up a space that many poor supplied; 

Space for his lake, his park's extended bounds, 

Space for his horses, equipage, and hounds; 

The robe that wraps his limbs in silken sloth, 

Has robbed the neighbouring fields of half their 

growth; 

His seat, where solitary sports are seen, 

Indignant spurns the cottage from the green; 

While thus the land adorned for pleasure all 

In barren splendour feebly waits the fall.44 

The only example of the country-house poem written during 

the eighteenth century is a satire, which reinforces how far 

removed the milieu of the eighteenth-century country house 

is from its sixteenth- and seventeenth-century counterparts. 
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Matthew Prior's experience in acquiring a country 

estate typifies the convergence of the theme of retirement 

and the idea of the villa as it was manifested in the latter 

part of the eighteenth century. Prior, a court diplomat and 

poet who spent the greater part of his life in London or 

Paris, set out to purchase a country estate in 1716, after 

being held under house arrest for about a year.45 

Confinement must have been a strong impetus to remove 

himself from London, which, after his incarceration, he 

described as an "'abominable place' . . . , strange words 

from the man . . . who had seldom viewed nature except from 

a round in St. James's Park or a stroll in the gardens of 

Versailles or Fontainebleu.,l46 Evidence of Prior's desire 

for a cultivated retreat in the country appears however in 

"Written at Paris, 1700. In the Beginning of Robe's 

Geography" in which the persona confesses his desire for a 

"Garden, House, and Stable," where, in old age, he can 

retire and die peacefully.4^ 

Purchase of Down-Hall, an estate in Essex, three miles 

from Harlow on the road to Hatfield Heath, was made possible 

in part by the subscription publication of Poems on Several 

Occasions in 1718 and by the contribution of four thousand 

pounds by Edward, Lord Harley, who purchased Down-Hall with 

Prior on the condition that when Prior died the estate would 

revert to Harley, which it did upon Prior's death in 17 21.48 

Prior's purchase of Down-Hall is significant for two 
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reasons: it prompted Prior to engage James Gibbs to draw up 

plans and elevations for a new house to be built at Down, 

and it was the inspiration for a burlesque of the country 

house poem. Although Prior died before the building was 

undertaken, the plans drawn up by Gibbs are included in his 

Book of Architecture. Containing Designs of Building and 

Ornaments published in 1728.49 As the plan reproduced in 

Appendix D illustrates, Gibbs designed Prior a villa with 

wings attached to the central block by covered arcades.50 

Prior's need for a new house was the result of his 

dealings with an unscrupulous land-jobber, John Morley of 

Halstead, who sold Prior the estate, sight unseen, on the 

pretext that it had a brick house.51 Despite Morley's 

deception, Prior found the land captivating, and sought the 

assistance of his circle of friends to help him improve upon 

the house.52 Morley's deception and Prior's naivete clearly 

gave impetus to the poem, which is in literary terms more 

important than the architectural features of the house. 

Prior's "Down-Hall; A Ballad To The Tune of King John 

and The Abbot of Canterbury"53 contains elements of the mock 

epic as well as the burlesque of the country-house poem. At 

the outset, the persona disavows any desire to sing the 

exploits of classical heroes; instead, he sings of the 

journey taken by "two BRITISH Heroes call'd MATTHEW and 

JOHN," to "a Place they call DOWN" (11. 15, 17).54 

Notwithstanding its overall satiric tone, a melancholy note 
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is struck when, in their quest for Down, Matt and John 

return to two inns where Matt had sojourned eight years 

earlier. Although Matt expects to find things unchanged, as 

he learns, time has brought more occasion for sadness than 

for joy. The disparity between the course of events at 

these inns and Matt's expectations with regard to the 

persons he has met at these inns foreshadows his ultimate 

disappointment with the house he envisions. Instead of 

"Gardens so stately, and Arbors so thick, / A Portal of 

Stone, and a Fabrick of Brick" (11. 30-31), Matt finds a 

"low, ruin1d, white Shed . . . , / Until'd and unglaz'd" 

(11. 147-48). 

The satiric treatment of the circumstances of the 

purchase of Down-Hall reflects not only Prior's experience 

but that of other newcomers to the market who trusted the 

advice of an opportunistic agent who took advantage of their 

naivete and desire. The disappointing reality of Down-Hall 

is also comically reinforced in stanzas thirty-one through 

thirty—four by the heroes' inability to find the estate, 

even with the help of a local guide. It becomes evident 

that Down-Hall is so insignificant that not even those 

familiar with the area, including the innkeeper at Harlow, 

know its location. 

After Matt has identified the house, he chides Morley 

for the deception, to which Morley replies, "My Business is 

Land, / . . . did you look for VERSAILLES?" (11. 159, 161). 
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In stanzas forty-one through forty-two, Morley advises Matt 

to be content with what he's got: 

And to build at your Age, by my Troth you grow simple; 

Are you Young and Rich, like the MASTER of WIMPLE? 

With your DOWN DOWN, hey derry DOWN. 

If you have these Whims of Apartments and Gardens, 

From twice Fifty Acres You'l n'er see Five Farthings. 

And in Yours I shal find the true Gentlemans Fate, 

E1 re you finish your House, you'l have spent your 

Estate. 

(11. 166-72) 

Morley's advice was, no doubt, sound, for even the 

wealthy often found themselves disgraced and heavily in debt 

when the cost of building exceeded their purses, as in the 

case of the Earl of Clarendon, the Lord Chancellor, and Lord 

Lyttleton, who became a victim of the building craze which 

he had satirized years before in his Letters from a Persian 

in England to His Friend at Ispahan (1735).55 In the 

letter, the "Persian" describes his visit to the house of a 

man who, having suddenly become rich, also became a judge of 

all the arts and "built this House as a Specimen of his 

Learning." Later, in the description of the after-dinner 

conversation, the Persian defines the virtuosi as "Gentlemen 

that had travel1'd into Italy, who immediately came home 

perfect Virtuosi. tho they went out the dullest Fellows in 
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the World." The Persian concludes that those who have 

travelled to Italy have returned afflicted with an 

"epidemical Madness."56 

The significance of "Down-Hall" lies in its satiric 

treatment of some of the attributes of the country-house 

poem and in particular the country estate. Prior, a 

confirmed city dweller, experiences a crisis and determines 

to retire to the country; he envisions himself comfortably 

accommodated in the house which Morley describes. The 

disparity between the house he envisions and the house he 

acquires underscores the disparity between the country 

estate of Jonson and Marvell and that of the eighteenth 

century. As envisioned by Prior, and countless others, the 

estate is a private retreat, a place where his circle of 

friends from London could enjoy a respite from the city. 

Clearly, this vision of the country estate has little in 

common with the country estate which Jonson and Marvell 

praised as the microcosm of a well-ordered society, with its 

emphasis on community, simplicity, and service, and 

hospitality. 

As this discussion of the country-house poem and the 

country house in the eighteenth century reveals, the 

aesthetic considerations which were coming into prominence 

in the seventeenth century dominated functional 

considerations by the eighteenth century. The prosperity 

which permitted the wealthy of all classes to pursue travel, 
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art collecting, landscape gardening, and building 

contributed to the change in the social significance of the 

country house. The Palladian country house took on a 

"public" character quite different from that of its early 

sixteenth century counterpart. Instead of the center of an 

interdependent community composed of those from all social 

strata, the great country house became a monument to the 

wealth, taste, and importance of its owner. Filled with art 

collections and embellished by decorative arts and 

furnishings, it no longer opened its doors freely to all. 

Instead, it was opened to a select public willing to pay the 

fee charged to tour it. Even its accommodations for the 

families in residence were often uncomfortable and 

inconvenient, despite its grandness. 

In addition, building became popular with a growing 

number of wealthy middle-class businessmen who desired to 

establish themselves on the land to demonstrate their 

prestige.57 They were aided by the introduction into 

English architecture of the villa, a design which could be 

adapted to the needs of a variety of people at more than one 

social level. The homes built by the middle class were 

primarily residences, not often associated with large 

working estates. As a consequence of these changes, as well 

as other social changes outside the scope of this 

discussion, the large community which formerly supported the 

great house was reduced to a domestic serving staff, and the 
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house itself became a private domain. These circumstances 

failed to inspire any examples of the Jonsonian country-

house poem. 



NOTES 

1 John Buxton, ed., Poems of Charles Cotton (Cambridge: 

Harvard UP, 1958) xxix. Succeeding citations of Cotton's 

poetry are taken from this edition and incorporated into the 

text. 

2 William A. McClung, The Country House in English 

Renaissance Poetry (Berkeley: U of California P, 1977) 175-

76. McClung asserts that Cotton's praise of Chatsworth in 

Wonders of the Peake constitutes one of the most important 

instances of the survival of the generic motifs of the 

country-house poem. 

3 Francis Thompson, A History of Chatsworth (London: 

Country Life Ltd., 1949) 28. Thompson describes the third 

Earl of Devonshire as "having spent his youth under the 

shadow of the Civil War." In his old age, however, from 

1676 to 1680, he remodelled all the principal rooms in a 

"far-reaching attempt to modernize Chatsworth." 

4 John Pomfret, "The Choice," Eighteenth-Century 

English Literature, eds. G. Tillotson, P. Fussell, Jr., and 

M. Waingrow (New York: Harcourt, 1969) 790-92. 

5 John Dryden, "To My Honour'd Kinsman, John Driden," 

of Chesterton in the County of Huntingdon, Esquire," 

The Poems of John Drvden. ed. James Kinsley, 4 vols. 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1958) 4: 1529-35. 

132 



133 

6 Rudolf Wittkower, "English Neoclassicism and the 

Vicissitudes of Palladio's 'Ouattro Libri,'" Palladio and 

Palladianism (New York: George Braziller, 1974) 73-92. 

7 John Summerson, Architecture in Britain. 1530-183 0, 

5th rev. ed. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970) 317. 

8 For a discussion of the Whig attitude toward art and 

architecture, see Christopher Hussey, Introduction, English 

Country Houses: Earlv Georgian, 1715-1760 2nd ed. (London: 

Country Life Ltd., 1955); and B. Sprague Allen, Tides in 

English Taste. 1619-1800. 2 vols. (1937; New York: Rowman 

and Littlefield, 1969) 1: 78-96. 

9 Allen 1: 86. 

1 0 Alexander Pope, "Epistle IV, To Richard Boyle, Earl 

of Burlington" [Of Taste], The Poems of Alexander Pope: 

Epistles to Several Persons. Vol. 3 ii of The Twickenham 

Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope, ed. F. W. Bateson 

(London: Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1951) 123-51. 

1 1 Allen 1: 107; for a discussion of English satires 

of classical architecture, see Tides in English Taste, 1: 

97-113. 
1 2 Allen 1: 62-3. 

1 3 Allen 1: 67. 

1 4 Allen 1: 67,68. 

1 5 Allen 1: 73. 

1 6 James Boswell, Boswell's Life of Johnson, Together 

with Boswell's Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides and 



134 

Johnson's Diary of A Journey in North Wales, 6 vols., ed. 

George Birkbeck Hill, revised by L. F. Powell, 2nd rev. ed. 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1964) 5: 432. 

1 7 James Boswell, Boswell's Life of Johnson, Together 

with Boswell's Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides and 

Johnson's Diarv of A Journey in North Wales, 6 vols., ed. 

George Birkbeck Hill, revised by L. F. Powell (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1934) 3: 161. 

1 8 See Summerson, Architecture in Britain 338-346; 

Rudolf Wittkower, "Lord Burlington and William Kent," 

Palladio and Palladianism (New York: George Braziller, 

1974) 115-32; Hussey 134-146; and Margaret Jourdain, The 

Work of William Kent. Artist. Painter, Designer and 

Landscape Gardener (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 

1948) for discussions of the architectural distinctions of 

Holkham Hall. 

1 9 Jeffrey T. Gross, "Reading a House: Holkham Hall 

and the Augustan Ideal," unpublished paper read before the 

South Central Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies, 

Denton, Texas, March 26, 1987. 

2 0 Wittkower, "Lord Burlington and William Kent" 127-

28 

2 1 Wittkower, "Lord Burlington and William Kent" 128. 

2 2 Summerson, Architecture in Britain 34 3. 

23 Summerson, Architecture in Britain 34 3. 

2 4 Allen 1: 75-77. 



135 

2 5 Hussey 144. 

2 6 A. M. D. W. Stirling, Coke of Norfolk and His 

Friends 62, cited by Michael Wilson, William Kent: 

Architect. Designer. Painter. Gardener, 1685-1748 (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984) 182. 

2 7 John Summerson, "The Classical Country House in 

18th-century England," Journal of the Roval Society of Arts 

107 (July 1959): 540. 

2 8 Summerson, Architecture in Britain 293. 

2 9 H. J. Habakkuk, "English Landownership, 1680-174 0," 

The Economic History Review 10.1 (Feb. 1940): 12. 

According to Habakkuk, the increasing number of merchants 

who shifted their investment from land to government 

securities, or other of the rapidly expanding investment 

options, helps account for the change in the profile of the 

newcomers who purchased land during the period 1680 to 1740. 

Many of these newcomers were "peculiarly susceptible to 

considerations of social prestige and political power." 

Some were officers of the East India Company, but most were 

"either connected with government or were judges" who were 

"not so much investing . . . in land as buying up the 

perquisites of a social class, the undisturbed control of 

the life of a neighborhood." Habakkuk's analysis is based 

on landed estates in Northamptonshire and Bedfordshire. 

3 0 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 544. The 

characteristics of the newcomers identified by Habakkuk 



136 

support Summerson1s conclusions with regard to the political 

activity of 120 builders of country houses from 1710 to 

1740, fifty-five per cent of whom were at one time members 

of Parliament; from 1710 to 1725, seventy-one per cent of 

the building commoners were M. P.'s. 

31 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 554. 

32 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 567, 583. 

33 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 562-66. 

34 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 571. 

35 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 573-4. 

36 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 570. 

37 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 577. 

3 8 Charles Middleton, Picturesque and Architectural 

Views for Cottages, Farm Houses and Country Villas (1793; 

Westmead, Farnborough: Gregg International Publishers, 

Ltd., 1972) 3. "Villas may be considered under three 

different descriptions.—First, as the occasional and 

temporary retreats of the nobility and persons of fortune 

from what may be called their town residence, and must, of 

course, be in the vicinity of the metropolis.—Secondly, as 

the country houses of wealthy citizens and persons in 

official stations, which also cannot be far removed from the 

capital [sic.]: and thirdly, the smaller kind of provincial 

edifices, considered either as hunting seats, or the 

habitations of country gentlemen of moderate fortune.— 

Elegance, compactness, and convenience, are the 



137 

characteristics of such buildings, either separate or 

combined, in contradistinction to the magnificence and 

extensive range of the country seats of our nobility and 

opulent gentry." 

3 9 Hussey 22. 

4 0 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 573. 

4 1 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 563. 

4 2 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 568. 

4 3 In Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Island of Great 

Britain, vol. 3, 8th ed. (London: J. F. and C. Rivington et 

al., 1778), Defoe comments on Wrest, Kedleston, and 

Chatsworth, among other houses, as evidence of the 

magnificence of the English countryside. 

4 4 Oliver Goldsmith, "The Deserted Village," 

Eighteenth-Century English Literature, ed. Geoffrey 

Tillotson, Paul Fussell, Jr., and Marshall Waingrow (New 

York: Harcourt, 1969) 1252-57. 

4 5 Charles Kenneth Eves, Matthew Prior: Poet and 

Diplomatist (New York: Columbia UP, 1939) 394,363. 

4 6 Eves 394. 

4 7 Matthew Prior,"Written at Paris, 1700. In the 

Beginning of Robe's Geography," The Literary Works of 

Matthew Prior, ed. H. Bunker Wright and Monroe K. Spears, 2 

vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959) 1: 188-89. 

4 8 Eves 370, 394. 



138 

4 9 James Gibbs, A Book of Architecture, Containing 

Designs of Buildings and Ornaments (1728; New York: 

Benjamin Blom, 1968) xv. See Plate 55. 

5 0 Summerson, "The Classical Country House" 574-75. 

Eves 394-95. 

5 2 Eves 397. 

5 3 I am endebted to Frances Mayhew Rippy, "Matthew 

Prior's Down-Hall: The History of a Disreputable Country 

House," unpublished paper read before the South Central 

Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies, Denton, Texas, March 

27, 1987, for the identification of this poem as belonging 

to the country house genre. 

5 4 Matthew Prior, "Down-Hall; A Ballad. To the Tune of 

King John and the Abbot of Canterbury." The Literary Works 

of Matthew Prior, eds., H. Bunker Wright and Monroe K. 

Spears, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959). 

Subsequent references to "Down-Hall" will be taken from this 

edition and incorporated into the text. 

5 5 Allen l: 50, 74. 

5 6 George Lyttleton, Letters From A Persian in England 

To His Friend at Ispahan, 4th corrected ed. (London: John 

Millan, 1735) 117, 119. 

5 7 As a final note on the country house in the 

eighteenth century, the planning of Coole Park, which 

figures in the development of the country-house poem in the 

twentieth century, typifies the changing architectural 



139 

patronage during the mid-eighteenth century. Included in 

James Lewis's Original Designs in Architecture (1797) are 

plans for Coole Park, or House (Plates 29 and 30), as it is 

called by Lewis, drawn up for Robert Gregory, great-

grandfather of William Gregory, husband of Augusta Gregory, 

the patron of W. B. Yeats. Gregory's purchase of the estate 

in County Galway, Ireland, and the building of the house 

were financed with profits he made from working his way up 

to a directorship in the East India Company, which 

identifies him with that growing segment of the wealthy 

middle class who exerted a powerful influence on the 

development of architecture in the eighteenth century, 

Elizabeth Coxhead, Lady Gregory: A Literary Portrait 

(London: Macmillan and Co., Ltd., 1961) 16. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE COUNTRY-HOUSE POEM IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: 

W. B. YEATS AND AFTER 

The country-house poem has been revived only a few 

times in the twentieth century, most effectively by W. B. 

Yeats. Two other examples of manipulations of the country-

house genre come from England and America: "Bolsover 

Castle"1 by Sacheverell Sitwell and "Upon Apthorp House"2 by 

the contemporary American poet John Hollander. Yeats's 

country-house poems grew out of his association with Lady 

Augusta Gregory. In response to her patronage, Yeats 

celebrated the community of poets and scholars which she 

nurtured. At Coole Park, for a brief interlude, the 

communal estate which Jonson, Marvell, and others had 

celebrated and been a part of was reborn. 

The two other poems differ from the country-house poems 

of Yeats. "Bolsover Castle" is a dream vision of the ideal 

world of the Cavalier. Hollander's "Upon Apthorp House" is 

an adaptation of Marvell's "Upon Appleton House," the last 

of the country-house poems written in the seventeenth 

century. Like Marvell, Hollander attempts to adapt the form 

to reflect change, although the situation of the persona in 

each poem is strikingly similar. In this respect 

Hollander's poem shares the hybrid qualities of Marvell's 

140 
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"Appleton House," but it suffers from the self-consciousness 

of imitation. Neither "Bolsover Castle" nor "Upon Apthorp 

House" rings as true as the poems of Yeats because they do 

not share the essential feature of the country-house poem— 

neither persona truly participates in or recognizes the 

significance of the communal life which the genre 

celebrates. The persona of "Bolsover" experiences a 

romantic vision of a misty past which lives only in 

imagination, as the ruins in which he stands indicate. 

Similarly, the persona of "Apthorp House" views the "Western 

Past" rather abstractly and intellectually as something from 

which he must free himself so that he can live in the 

present. 

Yeats's meeting with Lady Gregory and his experiences 

at Coole Park in her care and company introduced him to a 

cultural milieu in which the artist was integral. With Lady 

Gregory and his other friends at Coole, Yeats's need to 

belong was at last satisfied. Having found a place where 

his service was appreciated, Yeats viewed Coole as 

connecting him with a poetic and cultural tradition for 

which he felt a tremendous nostalgia. Like Jonson and 

Marvell in other circumstances, Yeats conceived of Coole as 

embodying an ideal social order; consequently, the estate 

and the life associated with it became principal metaphors 

in Yeats's poetry. 
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Yeats's identification of Coole with a social order 

similar to that extolled by Jonson and Marvell led him to 

explore the themes characteristic of the country-house poem. 

Service to art and society and the personal qualities which 

accompany such service, the sense of participating in and 

perpetuating a tradition which is predicated upon a 

community of people living in harmony with nature, and the 

integration of the active and contemplative life are themes 

Yeats explored in the poetry celebrating Coole Park and Lady 

Gregory, as well as in poems which do not belong to the 

genre of the country-house poem. Those poems which may be 

seen as modern offspring of the country-house poems include 

"Upon a House Shaken by the Land Agitation," "Coole Park, 

1929," and "Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931." 

Coole Park, County Galway, was the home of Lady Augusta 

and Sir William Gregory, a descendant of a branch of the 

Gregorys who accompanied Oliver Cromwell to Ireland in 1652 

and were apportioned land in Tipperary3 in the Cromwellian 

Settlement of Ireland.4 Although the Gregorys rose from 

that growing segment of the middle class that had made its 

money in commerce, they soon distinguished themselves by 

their erudition, statesmanship, catholic taste and 

appreciation of the arts, and by their service. Sir 

William's great-grandfather, Robert Gregory (1727-1810), 

purchased the estate and built Coole in 17 68 with profit he 

made from working his way up to a directorship in the East 
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India Company.6 Sir William's grandfather, also William, 

was Under-Secretary of State for Ireland for nineteen years 

and was, according to Elizabeth Coxhead, "for all practical 

purposes the ruler of the country."7 Yet, the service-

mindedness of the Gregorys did not always find its outlet in 

government. Sir William's father, Robert, was a quiet man 

who lived his entire life at Coole and died of famine fever, 

which he contracted while caring for his tenants.8 

Like his grandfather, Sir William chose a life of 

sevice to government. He served as MP from 1842 to 1847 and 

was re-elected in 1857, during which time he distinguished 

himself by his knowledge of the classics^ and by his efforts 

to improve the lot of Irish Catholic tenants.10 He held the 

governorship of Ceylon from 1872 to 1877, when he resigned, 

probably as a result of the loneliness he suffered after the 

sudden death of his young wife, whom he married just prior 

to sailing for Ceylon.11 He married Isabella Augusta 

Persse, the daughter of a neighbor, on March 4, 1880, 

shortly after his return from Ceylon. Notwithstanding his 

liberal politics, probably Sir William was best known in 

Parliament for his work with regard to the relationship of 

the State to art. After being appointed a trustee of the 

National Gallery by Disraeli in 1867, he worked to enlarge 

the collection, to which he bequeathed the best works of his 

private collection before his death in 1892.12 
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Although Sir William had died before Yeats met Lady 

Gregory in 1897, the tradition of the Gregorys was being 

continued by Lady Gregory through her support and 

participation in the Irish literary revival, by her son, 

Major Robert Gregory, who served in the RAF, and by her 

nephew, Hugh Lane, whose offer of his art collection to the 

city of Dublin was refused. In his elegies on the death of 

Robert Gregory, "In Memory of Major Robert Gregory" and "An 

Irish Airman Foresees His Death," Yeats describes Gregory as 

possessing the qualities of completeness and sprezzatura 

which are associated with the ideal Renaissance man. 

Yeats's diction and tone evoke Jonson's description of Sir 

Philip Sidney. 

Just as the Gregorys distinguished themselves primarily 

by their service, so too was Coole distinguished by its 

utilitarian design. Although Coole was built as a 

"pleasurehouse,1,13 its style was simple.14 Upon the death 

of Lady Gregory in 1932, the estate became the property of 

the State and was demolished in 1941 by a contractor who 

purchased it,15 but photographs and descriptions confirm its 

simplicity. Sean Jennett describes it as "no exceptional 

piece of architecture, no more than a utilitarian Georgian 

house,"16 and Elizabeth Coxhead observes: 

The house itself disappointed many (including, 

years later, Robert Gregory's artist bride) by its 

architectural poverty. It was an oblong white 
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Georgian building with a plain little porch, the 

counterpart of hundreds in Ireland. The principal 

livingrooms, library, and drawing-room, looked the 

other way, west towards the lake, through 

undistinguished but serviceable bays.17 

About the house Yeats observed that it was 

plain and box-like, except on the side towards the 

lake where somebody, probably Richard Gregory, 

had enlarged the drawing-room and dining-room 

with great bow windows . . . . it was into such 

houses men moved, when it was safe to leave their 

castles, . . . ; architecture did not return until 

the cut stone Georgian houses of a later date.18 

Ben Jonson's declaration that the glories of Penshurst 

lay "in better marks, of soil of air, / Of wood, of water;" 

(11. 7-8) is applicable to Coole Park, for throughout their 

history, the Gregorys delighted in developing its natural 

environment, principally the seven woods. Coole's lake, 

with its wild swans, was another of its glories. For Yeats, 

the simple architecture of the house, its woods and lake, 

and its wealth of books, pictures, statuary, records, and 

mementoes of wide travel19 were the visible signs of the 

Gregorys' inner life. From his Memoirs, it is apparent that 

even on his first visit in 1897, Yeats was attracted by the 

unity and continuity which Coole represented. Following his 
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first visit to Coole, Yeats recorded the significance the 

country house had for him: 

I found at last what I had been seeking always, a 

life of order and of labour, where all outward 

things were the image of an inward life . . . ; 

and those grey country houses, . • . had always 

called to my mind a life set amid natural beauty 

and the activities of servants and labourers who 

seemed themselves natural, as bird and tree are 

natural. No house in a town, no solitary house 

even not linked to vegetable and to beast by 

seasonal activities, has ever seemed to me but as 

1 the tent of the shepherd1 . . . . But here many 

generations, and no uncultivated generation, had 

left the images of their service in furniture, in 

statuary, in pictures, and in the outline of wood 

and field. I think I was meant not for a master 

but for a servant, and that it has been my 

unhappiness to see the analytic faculty dissolve 

all those things that invite our service, and so 

it is that all images of service are dear to me.20 

Yeats perceived Coole as belonging to an age different 

from his own, an age with which he felt a true kinship and 

deep longing, though he knew his longing could never be 

fully realized. His veneration of service and order 
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reaffirms the essential principles of the organic, 

integrated way of life celebrated in the Jonsonian country-

house poem. 

Although external evidence to confirm the direct 

influence of Jonson's "To Penshurst" on Yeats's poems in 

praise of Coole and Lady Gregory has not been established, 

T. McAlindon and Daniel Harris provide evidence to support 

Jonson's general influence on Yeats and Yeats's affinity 

with Jonson. In part IV of his essay "Yeats and the English 

Renaissance," McAlindon cites references to Jonson's 

Poetaster, Cvnthia's Revels, and The Silent Woman in "My 

Thoughts and Second Thoughts," a collection of short essays 

reprinted in 1907 under the title Discoveries. McAlindon 

also notes a letter written by Yeats to A. H. Bullen, his 

publisher, in which Yeats says that he is "'deep in Jonson 

. . . . thinking of writing something on Ben Jonson, or more 

likely perhaps on the ideal of life that flitted before the 

imagination of Jonson and the others when they thought of 

the Court.'"21 Finally, McAlindon focuses on the 

similarities between "To Penshurst" and "Coole Park and 

Ballylee, 1931," which he calls the "most distinguished 

representative" of the "Great House Poem."22 

Tn Yeats: Coole Park and Ballvlee, Daniel Harris cites 

numerous examples of internal evidence, the proposed essay 

on Jonson, and Yeats's identification with Jonson as 

evidence of Jonson's influence on Yeats, though he admits 
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that there is "no external evidence . . . that he [Yeats] 

knew . . . the two country-house poems, 'To Penshurst1 and 

'To Sir Robert Wroth.1"23 Harris considers "Upon a House 

Shaken by the Land Agitation," "The New Faces," and the 

epilogue to Responsibilities as "initial manipulations of 

the house metaphor" which culminate in "Coole Park, 1929" 

and "Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931.1,24 Both McAlindon and 

Harris consider the influence of Castiglione in the 

development of Yeats's aristocratic ideal has been 

exaggerated.2 5 

Although it is impossible to say without doubt that 

Yeats knew the country-house poems, the imagery, tone, and 

theme of "Upon a House," "Coole Park, 1929," and "Coole Park 

and Ballylee, 1931" identify these poems with that 

tradition. Comparison of Yeats's poems with Jonson's 

"Penshurst" and Marvell's "Appleton House"26 reveals the 

correspondences among these works. 

Yeats's earliest poem about Coole Park is "Upon a 

House," which was written in 1910 in response to the court's 

decision to reduce rent for tenants. Its original title,"To 

a Certain Country House in Time of Change,"27 and its final 

title echo the titles of both Jonson's and Marvell's poems. 

Indeed, just as Marvell's poem was written during a time of 

unrest caused by civil war28 so too was Yeats's poem 

prompted by changes which foreshadowed civil war in Ireland. 

All three poems were written from the point of view of the 
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poet to his patron. The tone of Jonson's and Marvell's 

poems is serious and complimentary as is the tone of Yeats's 

poems; but the tone of "Coole Park, 1929" is more consistent 

with that of "Penshurst" and "Appleton House" than is the 

tone of "Upon a House" and "Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931." 

The ironic tone of "Upon a House" reflects the poet's 

awareness of the great loss to be suffered by scattering the 

eagle's nest so that the wren's nest can flourish.29 The 

poem is composed of a series of three questions in which 

Yeats weighs the losses and gains, clearly implying that the 

losses far outweigh the gains in the cosmic perspective, 

which he conveys through references to "Time out of mind" 

and "gradual Time's last gift."30 The poem employs an 

ingenious variation on the architectural metaphor which 

stresses the abstract qualities identified with the house 

rather than with its inhabitants. Harris considers the 

"public character" of "Upon a House" the source of its 

technical strength and its dramatic weakness, for despite 

the complexity and brilliance of the imagery, the poem lacks 

the personal drama that Harris admires in the later poems 

about Coole.31 

The question which opens "Upon a House" juxtaposes the 

contributions to the world made by the occupants of Coole 

with the proposed benefits to a "'hundred little houses.'"32 

The poem clearly implies that the house serves society in 

ways which transcend the short term benefits to be gained by 
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the court-ordered rent reductions. The persona enumerates 

the contributions of the house, which culminate with the 

gift of poetry, the end for which the house has been 

perfecting itself, and the greatest gift which the house can 

bestow. Like Jonson, Yeats implies that this contribution 

to society surpasses any temporal benefits to be gained from 

the house. Moreover, the latter would be achieved by the 

sacrifice of the former. 

In "To a Friend Whose Work has Come to Nothing" (1913), 

Yeats again refers to the contributions to society made by 

the Gregorys with regard to the controversy generated by 

Hugh Lane's attempt to bequeath his collection of French 

Impressionist paintings to Dublin. Yeats advises Lady 

Gregory not to rebut the arguments of those "Paudeens" who 

opposed the building of a museum to house the collection 

because she had been "Bred to a harder thing / Than 

Triumph." Numerous poems in Responsibilities contrast the 

baseness of the Irish Catholic middle class with the 

nobility and largesse of Lady Gregory and those whose love 

of Ireland had made martyrs of them. 

Yeats's references to the house perfecting itself 

through the centuries is characteristic of Jonson and 

Marvell. Marvell devotes stanzas eleven through thirty-six 

to the history of Nun Appleton and the struggle between the 

nuns and the elder Fairfax for the "blooming Virgin 

Thwates" (1. 90). Marvell's judgment about the outcome of 
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the struggle is contained in stanza thirty—five: "Though 

many a Nun there made her Vow, / 'Twas no Reliefious House 

till now" (11. 279-80).33 Jonson is less detailed than 

Marvell, but he addresses Penshurst as an "ancient pile" (1. 

5), and describes the birth of Philip Sidney as a moment of 

perfection toward which the household had been striving: 

"That taller tree, which of a nut was set, / At his great 

birth, where all the Muses met" (11. 13-14). 

In "The Municipal Gallery Revisited" (1937), written 

five years after Lady Gregory's death, Yeats again pays 

tribute to his great friends, as he gazes over their 

portraits. Of Lady Gregory's portrait, Yeats remarks that 

though the portrait has been called "great" and "ebullient," 

it cannot capture the pride and humility of the woman. This 

observation points up that the essence of Lady Gregory was 

to be found in the expression of these qualities in her 

actions. In his Autobiography. Yeats says of her that she 

"never lost her sense of feudal responsibility, not of duty 

as the word is generally understood, but of burdens laid 

upon her by her station and her character, a choice 

constantly renewed in solitude." Yeats also quotes an old 

man's summation of Lady Gregory: "'She has been like a 

serving—maid among us. She is plain and simple, like the 

Mother of God, and that was the greatest Lady that ever 

lived.'"34 In the fifth stanza of "Municipal Gallery," 

Yeats recalls his need to serve, which he was able to 
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satisfy through exposure to that household where "Honour had 

lived so long" and "'Deep-rooted things'" abounded. 

Like Jonson and Marvell, Yeats stresses that the 

quality of the house is determined by the measure of the 

members of the household—not the marble, not the 

dimensions, not the ornamentation. Thus, the losses which 

Yeats presumes in "Upon a House" are those qualities which 

Jonson and Marvell praise in the families of their country 

houses. In his first question, Yeats describes wholeness as 

the marriage of "passion and precision": 

How should the world be luckier if this house, 

Where passion and precision have been one 

Time out of mind, became too ruinous 

To breed the lidless eye that loves the sun? 

And the sweet laughing eagle thoughts that grow 

Where wings have memory of wings, and all 

That comes of the best knit to the best? 

(11. 1-7) 

In "Upon Appleton House," Marvell characterizes Fairfax 

by contrasting him with other men of his age who build 

dwellings disproportionate to their needs and thereby 

emphasize their inferiority. Yeats reiterates emphatically 

the inferiority of the "wrens" in "The New Faces" when he 

states that even his and Lady Gregory's ghosts will be 

superior to the "new faces" that take possession of Coole 
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and cannot fill it. Yeats1s final question in "Upon a 

House" echoes Marvell's judgment about greatness. Compare, 

for example, these lines from "Upon a House" with the lines 

following from "Upon Appleton House." 

Although 

Mean roof-trees were the sturdier for its fall, 

How should their luck run high enough to reach 

The gifts that govern men, and after these 

To gradual Time's last gift, a written speech 

Wrought of high laughter, loveliness and ease? 

(11. 6-12) 

So Honour better Lowness bears, 

Then That unwonted Greatness wears. 

Height with a certain Grace does bend, 

But low Things clownishly ascend. 

And yet what needs there here Excuse, 

Where ev'ry Thing does answer Use? 

Where neatness nothing can condemn, 

Nor Pride invent what to contemn? 

("Appleton House," 11. 57-64) 

Strictly speaking, "Meditations in Time of Civil War" 

is not a country—house poem, but it develops some of the 

themes of the country-house poem, especially as they are 

developed in Marvell's "Upon Appleton House." As with 

"Appleton House," "Meditations" was written during a period 
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of civil war, which prompted both personae to explore their 

feelings about the uncertainty of the future, to reflect on 

personal and collective history, and to explore the theme of 

the active and contemplative life. In the face of an 

uncertain future, both personae turn to the natural order as 

the emblem of hope for the regeneration of a chaotic, 

strife-filled world. Each also identifies the creative 

process with the regenerative power of nature. 

Part One of "Meditations" contrasts those "ancestral 

houses" where "slippered Contemplation finds his ease" with 

those show places built for "some violent bitter man" by 

violent and bitter architect and artist who attempt to will 

"sweetness" and "gentleness" into being in stone. About 

such an edifice and household the persona remarks that 

sweetness and gentleness will not be realized until several 

generations have passed. The final judgment "For all its 

bronze and marble, 's but a mouse"—recalls similar 

judgments passed by Jonson and Marvell. 

In Parts Two, Three, and Four the persona of 

"Meditations" reflects on history and his place in it. 

References to the "ancient tower" in which the persona lives 

and the images of "Old ragged elms," "old thorns 

innumerable," and the ancient table on which the persona 

writes reinforce his identity as the inheritor of a rich, 

old tradition passed down to him by his "old fathers," both 

biological and cultural. The continuity symbolized by the 
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images drawn from nature likewise establishes the 

complementarity between the artistic tradition of which the 

persona is heir and the natural order. 

In Part Four the persona1s uncertainty about the future 

is expressed through his fears for his "bodily heirs" his 

children—who must confront a world dominated by war, 

politics, and, in general, the temporal. Implicit in his 

concern for the future of his children is the question of 

whether they will truly be heirs to the tradition of which 

he is a part35 and whether the tradition will endure. 

As the poems of Jonson and Marvell suggest, children 

are the medium by which tradition and culture endure. 

Although Jonson and Marvell were fairly confident that the 

children of the households they praised would continue the 

tradition, the persona of "Meditations" is less confident 

because the contemplative life has become less integral to 

society. Should the persona's descendants fail to become 

true "heirs," the persona makes the judgment that his legacy 

should return to nature, presumably to await rebirth. The 

refrain of Part Six, an invocation to the honey bees to 

"build in the empty house of the stare," evokes the natural 

cycles to which the persona of "Appleton House" also turns 

for hope. Nature's regenerative, constructive power is 

called upon as an antidote to the destruction and hatred 

which characterize society. 
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The central thread that weaves the various meditations 

together is the theme of the disequilibrium between the 

active and contemplative life, which threatens to sever 

their complementary relationship. The persona is isolated, 

alone in his tower, watching the destruction brought about 

by the predominance of the active life, but this 

disequilibrium is also disturbing to the persona because 

war, perhaps more than any other circumstance, calls into 

question his service. War and politics are predicated on 

issues which the many "understand or share," and the persona 

has felt, from youth to old age, the occasional prick of 

ambition or conscience to prove himself in this arena. 

Nonetheless, he concludes that had he acted in this arena 

his plight would have been worsened because that life could 

not have fulfilled his needs, although it might have given 

him a "company of friends," rather than a few friends, and 

an easy conscience. Finally, the struggle to reveal truth 

in art is the only manner of service to "suffice" throughout 

the persona*s life. 

"Meditations," to a degree, voices the reality of the 

fear of the destruction of the reciprocal relationship 

between artist and society which Jonson and Marvell had 

anticipated. The Irish Renaissance represents perhaps the 

last attempt to restore this mutuality. The isolation of 

the artist from society and the perception that the 

interests of the artist and the interests of society are 
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incompatible have indeed, become realities in the twentieth 

century. The solemn, even foreboding, tone of "Meditations 

betrays the persona1s awareness that his hopes for the 

restoration of equilibrium in the relationship between the 

active and contemplative life and the restoration of the 

reciprocity between society and the artist have little 

chance of being realized. 

In "Coole Park, 1929,1,36 Yeats uses Renaissance imagery 

to pay tribute to Lady Gregory. At the time of the 

composition of the poem, Lady Gregory had been ill with 

cancer for at least two years, and her health was, in 

general, failing.37 Also, by this time, Coole had been sold 

by Lady Gregory's daughter-in-law and grandchildren to the 

Forestry Department of the Irish Land Commission (Oct. 

1927), under the stipulation that Lady Gregory should 

continue to reside there paying low rent until her death.3® 

Thus, at the writing of "Coole Park" the end of the great 

house and its traditions was imminent and distressing to 

Yeats. The loss of Lady Gregory's friendship and Coole 

weighed heavily upon him. As early as 1909, Yeats records 

his distress after learning that Lady Gregory had suffered a 

serious illness: 

I cannot realize the world without her—she 

brought to my wavering thoughts steadfast 

nobility. All the day the thought of losing her 
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is like a conflagration in the rafters. 

Friendship is all the house I have.39 

And a few days later, he is still preoccupied with the 

possibility of her death: 

All Wednesday I heard Castiglione1s phrase ringing 

in my memory, 'Never be it spoken without tears, 

the Duchess, too, is dead.' That slight phrase, 

which—coming where it did among the numbering of 

his dead—has often moved me till my eyes dimmed, 

and I felt all his sorrow as though one saw the 

worth of life fade forever.40 

This illness occasioned "A Friend's Illness" in which Yeats 

considers a conflagration upon the world no more than the 

burning of a piece of coal when such a conflagration is 

measured against the loss of Lady Gregory. The notion that 

Lady Gregory is Yeats's source of stability and order is the 

basis for the central image of "Coole Park." 

The theme of humility appears in stanza two of "Coole 

Park," the stanza in which Yeats describes a common 

expression of the humility of these exemplary households 

hospitality. In lines fifty-eight through seventy-five of 

"To Penshurst" Jonson details how, as a guest, he is treated 

graciously and warmly and made to feel as though he were 

master of the house. Similarly, the persona of "Upon 

Appleton House" strolls about the estate during a day, 
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observing and commenting on its qualities, perfectly at 

ease; for like Penshurst, Appleton House opens its doors 

warmly to guests. Following this tradition, Yeats remarks 

on the hospitality of Coole: 

There Hyde before he had beaten into prose 

That noble blade the Muses buckled on, 

There one that ruffled in a manly pose 

For all his timid heart, there that slow man, 

That meditative man, John Synge, and those 

Impetuous men, Shawe-Taylor and Hugh Lane, 

Found pride established in humility, 

A scene well set and excellent company. 

(11. 9-16) 

That these men of diverse temperaments were welcomed 

and enjoyed each other's company as well as the company of 

Lady Gregory attests to her graciousness, yet for all these 

poets, hospitality had a deeper significance than the mere 

display of good manners. Writing during a period of great 

upheaval, Marvell, more than Jonson, stresses the religious 

significance of hospitality. Recognition that the things of 

this world are temporary causes the truly great person to be 

mindful of friendship, harmony, and service. By the time of 

the writing of "Coole Park," however, the notion of service 

to mankind as analogous with service to God had lost much of 

its power, and the vacuum created by the loss would be 
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filled by service to art. 

The hospitality shown by Lady Gregory to these artists 

recalls the community of "To Penshurst" in which poet and 

patron, each respectful of the other, are part of a 

harmonious, organic social order. Although Jonson's 

conception of this community is somewhat idealized, by 

Yeats's time, such a community was on the verge of 

disintegration. Lady Gregory's hospitality and her efforts 

to create a community in which the artist was integral are 

evidenced by her participation in the Abbey Theatre 

enterprise and her efforts toward the revitalization of 

Celtic mythology. 

The corollary to the hospitality extended by Lady 

Gregory is the deep friendships which Yeats counted as the 

source of his prosperity, as he states in Part Four of 

"Meditations." Yeats concludes "The Municipal Gallery" by 

advising those who would judge him not to look at his poetry 

alone. Yeats again stresses the balance between art and 

life that was so important to him. He counts it his "glory" 

to have had such friends because friendship is the living 

expression of the values by which he lived. In contrast 

with those in whose houses art is considered preferable to 

the company of living men, Yeats makes it clear that art is 

not superior to life. 

In keeping with Yeats's view that art and life must not 

be exclusive is his belief that art must take its strength 
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from nature. Like the harmony among men, the harmony 

between man and nature at Coole reflects the awareness of 

Lady Gregory and her friends that art must not be thought of 

as superior to nature, or to life. The images drawn from 

nature by Yeats to describe Coole are used to convey the 

idea that contact with the elemental—wood, water, earth is 

crucial to the artist. In "The Municipal Gallery" Yeats 

recalls that Synge, Lady Gregory, and he believed that "All 

that we did, all that we said or sang / Must come from 

contact with the soil, from that / Contact everything 

Antaeus-like grew strong." In the dedication of The Shadowy 

Waters (1906), Yeats reflects on his experiences in the 

seven woods of Coole. In a dream he envisions the beings 

whose shadowy presences he feels in the depths of the woods. 

They are the spirits of those who inhabited Eden and from 

whom come all knowledge. The questions "Is Eden far away" 

and "Do our woods / And winds and ponds cover more quiet 

woods, / More shining winds, more star-glimmering ponds?" 

suggest that through contact with nature in moments of 

contemplation, man can rediscover that Edenic harmony from 

which civilization has made him feel estranged and which 

exists out of time and space. Coole was such a place for 

Yeats, and his tributes to the power of nature to uplift the 

heart and lead man to truth are numerous. 

"Coole Park, 1929" is a tribute to Lady Gregory's 

service to art. Using the images of the circle and the 
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dance, Renaissance images of wholeness, unity, and harmony, 

Yeats praises Lady Gregory's ability to provide order for 

the poet's wavering thoughts. In stanza one he introduces 

the "dance-like glory that those walls begot" and expands 

the dance imagery in stanza three. In this stanza, the 

house is described as a kind of sanctuary for the swallow-

poets, while Lady Gregory is described in an image which 

recalls that used by Donne in "A Valediction Forbidding 

Mourning." She is a "compass point" around which the 

swallows "whirl," the principle of order that is required 

for the poets to realize their airy dreams. Their whirling 

about the compass point reinforces the dance imagery of 

stanza one. 

The final hortative stanza of this work introduces 

imagery of the garden and the gardener and contrasts the 

order which prevails during Lady Gregory's lifetime with the 

chaos that will overtake the garden upon her death. This 

last stanza evokes Marvell's depiction of nature at Nun 

Appleton as analogous with Eden and in contrast with the 

world. Yeats's description of Coole, once Lady Gregory is 

dead, is quite similar to Marvell's description of the 

fallen world, whch stands in sharp contrast with the garden 

retreat at Appleton: 



163 

When all those rooms and passages are gone, 

When nettles wave upon a shapeless mound 

And saplings root among the broken stone, 

(11. 26-8) 

"Tis not, what once it was, the World; 

But a rude heap together hurl'd; 

All negligently overthrown, 

Gulfes, Deserts, Precipices, Stone. 

("Appleton House," 11. 761-64) 

For both Marvell and Yeats, the garden is not only a refuge 

from the chaos and disorder of the fallen world, but also an 

image of the harmony recreated through art. Thus, even 

though the temporal reminders of Lady Gregory will disappear 

and her grave will become a "shapeless mound," the "dance-

like glory that those walls begot" will endure. 

"Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931" belongs to the elegiac 

tradition as well as to the country—house tradition, and it 

is included in this discussion because stanzas four, five, 

and six reiterate the values which Yeats associated with 

Lady Gregory and Coole and because of the judgment which 

Yeats makes about those values in comparison with those of 

the modern world. The season is winter, the mood is dark, 

the tone is somber; and the persona says, "And all the 

rant's a mirror of my mood." Using architectural imagery, 

Yeats contrasts the order and stability of Coole with the 
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chaos of the modern world. The traditional sanctity and 

continuity of Coole are symbolized by its "ancestral 

trees, / Or gardens rich in memory glorified / Marriages, 

alliances and families, / And every bride's ambition 

satisfied" ( 1 1 . 34-7). In contrast is the discontinuity of 

the modern world, symbolized by a nomadic existence: 

Where fashion or mere fantasy decrees 

We shift about—all that great glory spent— 

Like some poor Arab tribesman and his tent. 

(11. 38-40) 

The impact of this rootless society on art is described in 

another compelling image of aimlessless: the riderless 

horse dressed in Homer's saddle. Yeats perceived Lady 

Gregory's death not only as a personal loss, but also as the 

end of an age and the end of a tradition, for as he says in 

the final stanza of this poem, "We were the last romantics." 

Yeats's poems on Coole Park represent a revitalization 

of the country-house poem made possible by the genuinely 

interdependent community and traditional values which he 

found on this Irish estate. Nature, the artist, and the 

laborer were bound by mutual respect, for each recognized 

that participation by the other was necessary to maintain 

the vitality and strength of the community. These poems 

manifest the poet's awareness that creating art requires one 

to connect, not only with his literary past, but with nature 
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and his fellow man. Only by balancing the contemplative 

need for leisure with the elemental rituals of the active 

life does the artist attain the perspective which allows him 

to become an integral part of society. 

"BoIsover Castle,"41 the dream vision or reverie by 

Sacheverell Sitwell, differs markedly from the poems of 

Yeats, for it represents a romantic idealization of a 

distant past that is irretrievable. Each of the Sitwells, 

Edith, Osbert, and Sacheverell, evinces a nostalgic yearning 

for the lost innocence associated with the great estates 

where they spent their childhood. Troy Park (1925) is a 

collection of twenty—five poems of Edith's "childhood 

memories of 'haunted summers' in the 'austere and elegant' 

world of Renishaw,"42 the family estate in Derbyshire.43 

Troy Park is named for the home of Edith's maternal 

grandmother in Wales, Troy House. Although Edith had never 

seen it, stories of it stimulated her to imagine it as 

remote and mysterious, which helps account for the "wistful" 

atmosphere of the poems in Trov Park.44 Osbert also 

considered the two important places of his childhood as 

Renishaw and Scarborough, not London. In his autobiography 

Left Hand. Right HandI. Renishaw provides the means of 

unifying his memories. Despite the significance of place in 

the work of the Sitwells, "Bolsover Castle" is the only poem 

by the Sitwells to incorporate the themes of the country-

house poem. 
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In a dream-like state, the persona of "Bolsover," 

surveying the ruins of the Riding House, the Castle, and the 

Banqueting Hall of Bolsover, envisions the golden world of 

the Cavaliers. The tone is nostalgic, and the persona is so 

far removed from this past that the misty vision becomes a 

vision of paradise, a perpetual spring of love, grace, and 

calm within "this universe the Castle walls fence in" (St. 

4). In his book on British architecture, Sitwell describes 

Bolsover as a structure that "excites . . . imagination." 

Overlooking the Derbyshire moors, standing above a precipice 

that drops two to three hundred feet to the ground below, 

the castle stands aloof and abandoned. In accord with the 

technique of the dream vision, Sitwell observes that 

entering the gate at Bolsover transports one to "enchanted 

ground. 

The medieval enchantment of the vision is conveyed by 

the images of the mist, the spring morning, and the blossom-

laden boughs of the trees. The central symbols of the poem 

are the Cavaliers, the statue of Venus, and the Banqueting 

Hall. The Cavaliers, as one would expect, are the source of 

the life of the vision of the estate. The persona envisions 

them, together in the misty morning, riding over the grounds 

of the keep amid the towering trees. The Cavaliers are 

characterized by their union of the active and contemplative 

life, for when they stop to rest in the cavernous shade of 

the ancient trees, they play their lutes, inspired perhaps 
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by the sculpture of Venus in the walled garden. Stanzas 

five, six, and seven, reminiscent of Marvell's passage on 

the woods of Appleton House, make clear that the music of 

the lutes creates a web of enchantment which protects the 

Cavaliers from the burning heat of the noonday sun, also a 

metaphor of time. Within the shade, the sun has no power 

over them or nature; only the music of the lutes has the 

power to move nature. 

The climax of the poem occurs in stanza nine in which 

the persona envisions the single moment of glory of the 

Banqueting Hall. That moment, when Charles I visited 

Bolsover and was entertained with the masque Love's—Welcome 

at Bolsover46 by Ben Jonson, with costumes and stage setting 

by Inigo Jones, is a metaphor of the "stage" that made the 

moment possible. During the day and night, the Banqueting 

Hall was ablaze with light and life, but the Hall "never 

shone with lights again" (St. 10). The image of the soft 

grass "without the print of horse-hoofs" (St. 10) recalls 

the image of the riderless horse and the desolation with 

which Yeats concludes "Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931." 

Despite the present ruin and emptiness of the scene, the 

poem ends somewhat optimistically, for in the last stanza 

Venus "glitters through the hornbeams," awaiting the return 

of her lover. 

The medieval imagery of this poem complements the 

medieval design of the castle, which was designed by John 
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Smythson to reproduce the character of the medieval 

structure it replaced. The "sham castle," 

as it is called by Summerson, was begun by Sir Charles 

Cavendish in 1612, at which time the romantic appeal of the 

the past was already being exploited in historical 

writing.^ The romantic appeal of the medieval period for 

the Jacobeans parallels the persona's romantic vision of the 

Jacobean period. The nostalgia that prompted the building 

of Bolsover in the style of a medieval fortress attests to 

the power of that communal ideal for which the persona of 

"Bolsover" yearns. The conclusion of the poem also 

reinforces a characterisitc feature of the country-house 

poem. The ideal which the Jonsonian country-house poem 

extols can only be realized when the poet is present to play 

his part. In the absence of that community and the poet who 

identifies and praises its virtues, the ideal is as empty 

and lifeless as the ruins of Bolsover. 

Although "Bolsover" contains thematic and stylistic 

parallels with the country-house poems of Jonson and 

Marvell, the state of decay and ruin into which the castle 

has fallen reinforces that this once viable, interdependent 

entity not only has been lost, but nothing of what it was 

can be reconstituted. Even the Cavaliers, for all their 

dash, charm, and skill, possess no real awareness of 

mutuality or communality. They represent a single element 

of the community, which somewhat distorts this vision. Like 
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the disparity between the real and. the imagined in Down 

Hall," the distance between the real and the imagined world 

of Bolsover emphasizes the finality of the loss of this 

social milieu. 

In contrast with the nostalgic, romantic quality of 

Sitwell's "Bolsover Castle" is "Upon Apthorp House," written 

between 1958 and 1961 by John Hollander, a contemporary 

American poet and scholar of sixteenth— and seventeenth-

century English poetry. "Upon Apthorp House" is an erudite, 

self-conscious adaptation of Marvell's "Upon Appleton 

House." "Apthorp House" was occasioned by Hollander's 

residence at Adams House, formerly Apthorp House, Harvard, 

where from 1954 to 1957 Hollander was Junior Fellow of the 

Society of Fellows of Harvard University. "Apthorp House" 

uses the eight-line stanza and tetrameter line used by 

Marvell, but it is seven stanzas short of Marvell's ninety-

seven stanzas. 

As in Marvell's "Upon Appleton House," the persona in 

Hollander's "Upon Apthorp House" adopts the guises used by 

Marvell's persona as he reflects on the role of history and 

art in understanding the past and living in the present. In 

effect, Marvell, Yeats, and Hollander reflect on what it 

means to be a poet. In "Appleton House" as in Yeats's 

"Meditations," civil war prompts the persona's recognition 

of the twilight of the English Golden Age. In "Apthorp 

House," on the other hand, the persona's reflections are 
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occasioned by his need to come to terms with being a poet in 

the future envisioned by Yeats and by his recognition of the 

end of a phase of his apprenticeship as a poet. In coming 

to terms with what it means to be a poet, Marvell1s and 

Hollander's personae consider the capacity of history and 

poetry, or art, to help mankind comprehend the world. In 

both poems, residence at houses whose history is intimately 

linked with a particular cultural milieu is also a catalyst 

for these reflections. Moreover, during their residence in 

these houses, both were acting as tutors. 

Each poem opens with the history of the house. This 

device offers the personae the opportunity to consider how 

the past influences the present and their relationship to 

the past and the present. By stanza forty-six, however, 

Marvell abandons the role of historian for that of 

philosopher, whereas Hollander interweaves the history of 

the house, and by extension, the civilization, throughout 

his poem. In his consideration of history, the persona of 

"Apthorp House" contrasts the idea of history as "points in 

a line" with "points of being."48 Henry Adams's The 

Education, which exemplifies the approach to history as 

"points on a line," is contrasted with the persona1s own 

education. The persona cites the dilemma of Henry Adams as 

developed in The Education as evidence of how one can become 

paralyzed by reverence for the past and rendered incapable 

of integrating himself with the present. Apthorp House and 
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Cambridge, Massachusetts, which represent the present 

integrated, with its past, and New York, which represents 

preoccupation with the present and near disregard for the 

past, symbolize the forces which the persona of "Apthorp 

House" must reconcile. Lights of passing cars, the "less 

perfect light of day" (St. 77), and the "House-lights" (St. 

76) of the theatre are images associated with the present, 

whereas street lamps, flashing subway lights, stage lights, 

moonlight, sunlight on water, and "blurs which make us feel 

much more that history is real" (St. 51) are rather 

incongruous images associated with the meaning of the past 

that is revealed through art. 

Insofar as "Apthorp House" records the persona1s 

education, he observes that the concept of history as points 

in a line is inadequate to reveal the meaning of history, or 

cultural tradition. In stanza fifty, the persona observes 

with regard to the event which established the fame of 

Apthorp House (the incarceration there of General Burgoyne) 

that "Like ladies from the Middle West" who come to see 

where the General slept, we are all inclined sometimes to 

trust too much in "The Event / To teach us what our past has 

meant" rather than rely on our own ability to interpret the 

past. In other words, the literal (objective) may not be as 

"true" as the felt (subjective). Points of being, in 

contrast to points on a line, are "infinite moments"49 that 

make an age—not cumulative moments—not only of a 
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historical age, but of the individual. Art, or in this case 

poetry, is the medium which best expresses the truth that is 

more real than fact. 

In conning to terms with his relationship to the 

literary past to which he is heir, the persona recognizes 

the danger that can ensue from reverence for the past. At 

Harvard, the persona has been immersed in a present that is 

more like the English "now," that is, steeped in the 

"Western Past." This experience has taught the persona that 

he too must integrate the literary past so thoroughly into 

his being that it will "[blend], like woodsmoke in the sky, 

/ Into the mind with which I make / The world around me come 

awake" (St. 83). Thus, although he has worked himself free 

of the "old Tunes! Old modes and feet" (St. 81), he admits 

that he could not accomplish this until he had learned that 

he could only achieve his poetic voice by using these 

"Ancient models" (St. 82) as a child uses a ladder to reach 

his "snug tree-house" (St. 83). The image of the tree house 

is an appropriate metaphor for the locus of the modern poet 

who can no longer speak in a communal voice. His house, 

unlike that of Jonson and Marvel1, is similar to Yeats's 

tower—solitary, small, and apart from the activity below. 

He cannot "live in someone else's house" (St. 78) nor speak 

in someone else's voice because "time will not be tricked" 

(St. 82) . 
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Apropos of the insight which Hollander's persona gains 

are the echoes of the "old modes and feet" of his mentors, 

from Marvel1 to Auden, which aid him in expressing this 

realization. For example, "The lights of history go out" 

(Stanza 76) echoes Auden1s "The lights must never go out, / 

The music must always play," from "Sept. 1, 1939.1,50 Echoes 

of Audenfs discussion of the relationship of life to art 

from The Sea and The Mirror appear in stanzas seventy-seven 

and seventy-eight. In stanza eighty-one, the line "When 

styles one had to find could be / The ultimate morality" 

recalls the last line of Auden1s "Petition." Stanzas 

eighty-one and eighty-three likewise contain echoes of 

Yeats. The last line of stanza eighty-one echoes "It seems 

that I must bid the Muse go pack," from "The Tower," and the 

imagery of the ladder in stanza eighty—three recalls the 

closing lines of "The Circus Animals' Desertion" : "Now 

that my ladder's gone, / I must lie down where all the 

ladders start, / In the foul rag—and—bone shop of the 

heart." In addition, the eight-line stanza and the 

tetrameter line were used extensively by Auden and Yeats. 

Other poets echoed include Shakespeare, James Joyce, and 

Robert Lowell. 

Like Marvell and Jonson, Hollander has added a 

dimension to an ancient poetic mode in an effort to maintain 

his link with poetic tradition and shape the medium to 

reflect change. Paradoxically, however, like the moments 
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from his childhood with which he associates the time spent 

at Harvard, the experience is "at [his] fingertips, yet 

far." He employs the modes and techniques of a literary 

tradition which has become integrated with his poetic voice, 

but the moment remains far, just as the precise voice in 

which Marvel1 speaks cannot be heard again. 

Hollander's "Apthorp House" is a fitting complement to 

the country-house poems of Yeats, for it describes the 

future Yeats envisioned, a culture cut off from Apthorp 

Houses and Coole Parks. In contrast to Yeats, who 

mythologized Lady Gregory and Coole Park, Hollander accepts 

that "There are no Apthorp Houses here." 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

In its evolution the country-house poem has shown 

itself to be fairly adaptable to its changing social milieu. 

This study shows that the essential features of the English 

country-house poem were adapted by Jonson from stylistic 

influences and themes of classical sources, as well as the 

traditional native English values associated with the great 

hall and the comitatus ideal. Jonson's grounding of his 

praise of the house in its architecture and its function 

represents a unique addition to the characteristics of 

earlier models. For Jonson Penshurst reflects the ethics 

upon which the ideal social organization is based, and the 

estate becomes a microcosm of the ideal English society of 

which community, simplicity, service, and hospitality are 

the hallmarks. In addition, the ideal order is 

characterized by the balance between the active and 

contemplative life. 

The poems which have been identified as departing from 

the Jonsonian ideal are characterized by disequilibrium 

between the active and contemplative life. The predominance 

of the contemplative state accounts for the predominance of 

artifice, the subordination of nature, and the isolation of 

art from the community. This isolation of art and the 
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artist results in the sterility and deformity of art, as 

exemplified in "To Saxham" and "Amyntor's Grove." 

Marvell understood and emulated the Jonsonian tradition 

and enhanced it in "Upon Appleton House," where he added the 

new dimension of a persona who becomes an active participant 

in events described in the poem and an exemplar of the 

virtues which the poem praises. The poem is considerably 

longer than its predecessors because its scope is broader, 

encompassing history, philosophy, and religion. The 

elevation of the role of the persona in "Upon Appleton 

House" may be attributed in part to the ominous overtones of 

the Civil War, prompting the persona's reflective mood. 

Marvell's poem interprets and affirms the Jonsonian value 

system, but hints at a growing awareness that the social 

structures which formerly had supported this value system 

were waning. The complexity of the persona in "Upon 

Appleton House" clearly reflects Marvell's understanding 

that as these traditional structures decline, the 

responsibility of the poet, or artist, to transmit these 

values increases even as his position in society becomes 

somewhat tenuous. 

During the eighteenth century, the true Jonsonian 

country-house poem does not exist. Its only manifestation 

is in the form of satire. In general, this dearth can be 

attributed to the predominance of aesthetic considerations 

in the design of the country house and to a radical change 
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in the social function of the country estate. The intent of 

the builders of the great Palladian country houses was, for 

the most part, to construct monuments to their own wealth, 

taste, and importance. The growing number of wealthy 

middle-class patrons were intent on creating a private 

retreat. In consequence, magnificence, exclusiveness, and 

self-interest, values which Jonson, Carew, and Marvell had 

decried in the seventeenth century, became the prevailing 

values of the eighteenth century. The country houses of the 

eighteenth century failed to inspire any poems in the 

Jonsonian tradition. 

The long twilight of the traditional English country-

house poem ended, to a degree, around the turn of the 

nineteenth century. In isolated instances conditions 

prevailed, or were imagined to prevail, which invoked in 

certain poets an urge to revive the type. The country-house 

poem experiences its most distinguished revival in the 

poetry of W. B. Yeats. Yeats incorporates the best of 

Jonson and Marvell in his poems in praise of Coole Park. 

At Coole, he actually participated in a community based on 

the traditional values espoused by Jonson and Marvell. Like 

Marvell, however, the persona of Yeats's poems is all too 

conscious of the tenuousness of this community and the 

threat of isolation of the artist from such a community. 

Like the speaker of "Upon Appleton House," the persona of 

Yeats1s poems reflects on history, the relationship of art 



184 

and nature, and the active and contemplative debate to 

reaffirm the values which invigorate and complement his 

poetry. Indeed, the sense of the artist's responsibility to 

reaffirm these values is even more pronounced in the poetry 

of Yeats than in that of Marvell, perhaps because of the 

demise of the social structures which upheld these values. 

In the poems of Sitwell and Hollander the distance 

between the Jonsonian ideal and reality has become too wide 

to span. In "Bolsover Castle" this is conveyed by the decay 

and ruin of the castle and the nostalgic, misty vision of 

the single great moment in the history of the estate. 

Again, the persona acts as quasi-historian, but his 

awareness of the role of the artist in creating and 

perpetuating the values which made the moment of glory 

possible is limited, just as his power as poet is limited. 

He can recreate a romantic vision of a lost past, but the 

vision has no power to transform the present. This past is 

irretrievable. 

Hollander's "Upon Apthorp House" likewise reflects the 

sense of isolation of the poet as well as the loss of the 

Jonsonian community. Like the persona of "Upon Appleton 

House," the persona of "Apthorp House" adopts the guise of 

historian, philosopher, and priest, but the self-

consciousness of the imitation leaves the impression that 

the poet is more concerned with surface, or technique, than 

substance. Marvell's persona embodies the virtues which his 
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poem praises. Although Hollander's persona attempts to 

connect with the tradition represented by Jonson, Marvell, 

and Yeats by adopting Marvell's technique and echoing the 

poetry of his modern mentors, the time spent at Harvard 

remains distant like moments from his childhood. In this 

respect, Hollander's poem shares with "Bolsover Castle" the 

sense of irretrievable loss. By associating the Harvard 

experience with his childhood, Hollander tacitly 

acknowledges that the distance between the modern poet and 

Jonson and Marvell is analogous with the distance separating 

his persona from the lost innocence of childhood. "There 

are no Apthorp Houses here" fittingly sums up the 

predicament of the modern poet, who, alone in his tree 

house, must try to create a voice in which to speak at the 

same time that he accepts that he does not belong to a 

community that shares his values. 

These last two mutations of the country-house genre 

confirm that changing social patterns, changing ethical 

values, and a changing aesthetic make it less likely that 

the country—house poem in the traditional Jonsonian pattern 

will survive. Yet the longings of humanity for a pastoral 

retreat where life is simple and innocent suggest that the 

ideal praised in the English country-house poem will remain 

valid despite the decline of the genre. 
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THE "0 F0RTUNAT0S" PASSAGE FORM VIGIL'S GEORGICS, BOOK 2 

For my own part my chiefest prayer would be: 

May the sweet Muses, whose acolyte I am, 

Smitten with boundless love, accept my service, 

Teach me to know the paths of the stars in heaven, 

The eclipses of the sun and the moon's travails, 

The cause of earthquakes, what it is that forces 

Deep seas to swell and burst their barriers 

And then sink back again, why winter suns 

Hasten so fast to plunge themselves in the ocean 

Or what it is that slows the lingering nights. 

But if some chill in the blood about the heart 

Bars me from mastering these sides of nature, 

Then will I pray that I may find fulfillment 

In the country and the streams that water valleys, 

Love rivers and woods, unglamorous. 0 to be 

Wafted away to the Thessalian plains 

Of the Spercheus, or Mount Taygetus 

Traversed by bacchant feet of Spartan girls! 

0 who will set me down in some cool glen 

Of Haemus under a canopy of branches? 

Blessed is he whose mind had power to probe 

The causes of things and trample underfoot 
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All terrors and inexorable fate 

And the clamour of devouring Acheron; 

But happy too is he who knows the gods 

Of the countryside, knows Pan and old Silvanus 

And the sister Nymphs. Neither the people's gift, 

The fasces, nor the purple robes of kings, 

Nor treacherous feuds of brother against brother 

Disturb him, not the Danube plotting raids 

Of Dacian tribesmen, nor the affairs of Rome 

And crumbling kingdoms, nor the grievous sight 

Of poor to pity and of rich to envy. 

The fruit his boughs, the crops his fields, produce 

Willingly of their own accord, he gathers; 

But iron laws on tablets, the frantic Forum 

And public archives, these he has never seen. 

Some vex with oars uncharted waters, some 

Rush on cold steel, some seek to worm their way 

Into the courts of kings. One is prepared 

To plunge a city1s homes in misery 

All for a jewelled cup and a crimson bedspread; 

Another broods on a buried hoard of gold. 

This one is awestruck by the platform's thunder; 

That one, enraptured, gapes at the waves of applause 

From high and low rolling across the theatre. 

Men revel steeped in brothers' blood, exchange 

The hearth they love for banishment, and seek 
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A home in lands beneath an alien sun. 

The farmer cleaves the earth with his curved plough. 

This is his yearlong work, thus he sustains 

His homeland, thus his little grandchildren, 

His herds and trusty bullocks. Never a pause! 

The seasons teem with fruits, the young of flocks, 

Or sheaves of Ceres' corn; they load the furrows 

And burst the barns with produce. Then, come winter, 

The olive-press is busy; sleek with acorns 

The pigs come home; the arbutes in the woods 

Give berries; autumn sheds its varied windfalls; 

And high on sunny terraces of rock 

The mellow vintage ripens. 

Meanwhile his darling children hang upon 

His kisses; purity dwells in his home; 

His cows have drooping udders full of milk, 

And in the fresh green meadow fatling kids 

Spar with their butting horns. The master himself 

Keeps holiday, and sprawling on the grass, 

With friends around the fire to wreathe the bowl, 

Invokes you, Lord of the Winepress, offering 

Libation, and nails a target to an elm 

For herdsmen to compete in throwing darts, 

While hardy rustic bodies are stripped for wrestling. 

Such was the life the ancient Sabines lived 

And Remus with his brother; thus it was 
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That Rome became the fairest thing in the world, 

Embracing seven hills with a single wall. 

And earlier still, before the Cretan king, 

Dictaean Jove, held sway and an impious age 

Of men began to feast on slaughtered oxen, 

This life was led on earth by golden Saturn, 

When none had ever heard the trumpet blown 

Or heard the sword-blade clanking on the anvil. 

But now we have traversed a course of many leagues: 

High time to unyoke the steaming necks of our horses. 

From: Virgil, The Georqics. trans. L. P. Wilkinson 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982) 92-94. 
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REPRESENTATIVE HOUSES OF THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY: 

WOLLATON, LONGLEAT, AND MONTACUTE 

Tf'fOB 

PANTRY 

BUTTERY HALL 

Fig. 8. Wollaton Hall, Nottinghamshire, ground floor 
plan from Thorpe's drawing. Reprinted from John 
Summerson, Architecture in Britain. 153 0-183 0 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970) 66, 67. 
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Fig. 9. Longleat, Wiltshire, south elevation and plan of 
the first and second story. Reprinted from Colin Campbell, 
Vitruvius Britannicus (1715-25; New York: Benjamin Blom, 
1967), vol. 1, plates 68 and 69. 
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Fig. 10. Montacute House, Somerset, ground floor plan. 
Reprinted from Alfred Gotch, ^rly -Renaissance Architecture 
in England: A Historical and pp.sr.riptive Account of the 
Tudor. Elizabethan, and Jacobean Periods, 1500-1625 (London: 
B. T. Batsford, 1901) 65. 
1. Hall. 2. Drawing-room. 3. Large Dining-room. 4. Small 
Dining—room. 5. Smoking—room. 6. Pantry. 7. Kitchen. 
8. Servants Hall. 9. Porch. 
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REPRESENTATIVE HOUSES OF THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY: 

WANSTEAD III, HAREWOOD, AND WROTHAM PARK 
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Fig. 11. Wanstead House III, Essex, plan of the principal 
floor. Reprinted from John Summerson, Architecture in 
Britain. 1530-1830 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970) 322, 323 
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Fig. 12. Harewood House, Yorkshire, elevation of the north 
west front and plan of the principal floor. Reprinted from 
John Woolfe and James Gandon, Vitruvius Britannicus (1767-
71; New York: Benjamin Blom, 1967), vol. 2, plates 23-26. 
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Fig. 13. Wrotham Park, Middlesex. Reprinted from Isaac 
Ware, A Complete Body of Architecture (London: T. Osborne 
and J. Shipton, 1756), plate 53, and John Woolfe and James 
Gandon, Vitruvius Britannicus (1767-71; New York: Benjamin 
Blom, 1967) vol.2, plate 45. 
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JAMES GIBBS'S PLAN FOR DOWN-HALL 

a. m: 

Fig. 14. James Gibbs's plan for Down-Hall. Reprinted from 
James Gibbs, A Book of Architecture, Containing Designs of 
Buildings and Ornaments (1728; New York: Benjamin Blom, 
1968). See page xv for an explanation of Plate 55. 
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