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“The pains which I uncessantly sustain”:

Expressions of Suffering in Elizabethan Lyric Poetry

Maria de Jesus Crespo Candeias Velez Relvas

Abstract
The English Renaissance by and large coincides with the period when Elizabeth I ruled, and constitutes a golden age, as far as literary production is regarded. After the disruptive dynastic conflicts of the Wars of the Roses and the not less disruptive events originated by her schismatic father, Elizabeth Tudor would skillfully instill peace and stability in her nation, and would become the inspiring, paradigmatic muse amidst a complex, refined, educated court society which was so influenced by Humanism. The understanding of this immensely rich moment implies taking into account a myriad of cultural traditions that were absorbed, amalgamated and re-used in the new era. As a consequence, many changes took place at every level of society, culture and worldview, although they did not erase the past; many traditions and heritages, namely the classical, the medieval and the Dantean-Petrarchan, were rather re-read, re-formulated, re-created. In such a context, the two most relevant literary genres - drama and lyric poetry - exhibit a mixture of continuity and change, as well as a dynamic and unique fictional experimentalism in the vernacular language, carried out by a pleiad of writers within the spirit of an active and lively court society. The lady - idealised, praised and loved by the medieval troubadours and the Italian poets of the ‘Quattrocento’ - continues to be the centre and in the centre of the Elizabethan lyric poetry; the lyric ‘I’ continues to love her deeply, to long for her and for her presence, to express states of deep grief, sorrow and suffering. However, what is the nature of this Renaissance lady and of her centrality? What is her role and her scope? And what is the real purpose of the lyric ‘I’ when he vehemently makes the apology of the lady’s extreme beauty and expresses ‘pains uncessantly sustained’?
Key Words: English Renaissance, Elizabethan age, court society, lyric poetry. 

*****

After the disruptive dynastic conflicts of the Wars of the Roses and the no less troublesome events originated by her schismatic father, Elizabeth Tudor would skillfully instill peace and stability in the English nation. Due to a set of political-economic events, namely the Discoveries, the lifestyle of the Elizabethan court society became dazzling, luxurious and sophisticated, especially when compared to the austerity of the first Tudor king’s reign. However, the beauty and prosperity captured in so many 16th-century portraits, above all the monarch’s, constituted the antithesis of another completely different reality. The Elizabethan court society lived side by side with filth, disease and decay that implied constant suffering among all social groups. Henry VIII’s extinction of the religious houses had put down a vital support in the mitigation of pain, which had lasted for centuries. A new attitude inherent to the emerging scientific research and to medicine was then set in motion but physicians, who were still following the theories of Aristotle, Hippocrates and Galen, did not know the causes of diseases and were far from possessing efficient methods to cure or eradicate them. People relied on their knowledge but, simultaneously, on the royal touch (namely Queen Elizabeth’s) and on the experience of ‘cunning men’ and ‘wise women’. Ancient traditions, old beliefs and medieval habits were then harmoniously merged with a new perception of the universe, along with a new learning based on different paradigms and on a new methodology that would lead to the Scientific Revolution.
Life expectancy was in general very low (30-35 years): young women, rich and poor, endured consecutive, debilitating pregnacies, not rarely ending up in death; the rate of stillbirths, as well as of mortality among newborns and infants was extremely high; innumerable men perished on battlefields or died from consequent wounds; and daily life was constantly menaced by persecutions, imprisonments and charges of treason that involved torture and execution, at an age of constant religious struggles that spanned four Tudor reigns, including Elizabeth’s. 

Moreover, health problems that can be easily solved nowadays assumed frightening proportions, due to the inexistence of vaccines, antibiotics, anaesthetics or efficient painkillers. The 32-year-old Sir Philip Sidney, one of the poets I shall approach here, died after the Battle of Zutphen from a musket shot that broke his thigh bone. According to Fulke Greville’s report, Sidney apparently authorised amputation but the physicians decided against it, and infection spread for sixteen agonising days. In fact, fractures and wounds frequently degenerated into gangrene, whereas amputations, surgeries or even the usual blood-lettings involving excruciating pain very seldom succeeded in preventing death.
The main origin of diseases was the lack of sanitation, especially in towns and cities, with their open, pestilent sewers and filthy streets full of garbage, dead animals and the carriers of viruses - rats, flies, fleas and lice. Rivers, the absence of running water and hospitals constituted other origins of infection. Even the wealthier, living in manors and palaces surrounded by large gardens, were not immune, not even in the country, because no one knew how to effectively prevent or avoid contamination. The refined, sophisticated and extremely well planned architectural devices created by the Arabs had remained forgotten since the Middle Ages, whereas Thomas More’s avant-garde design of a perfect, clean and healthy city in his Utopia would remain but a mirage.
Sea voyages constituted another new means for the spreading of epidemics and the introduction of a variety of diseases, both in the New World and in Old Europe. Besides the recurrent plagues, people faced the permanent menace of, for instance, smallpox, measles, dyphtheria, ‘sweating disease’, cholera, typhoid and scrofula, along with other illnesses related to dampness and poor diets, such as anaemia, dysentery, gout, arthritis and rheumatism. Elizabeth I got smallpox when she was 29 and already on the throne. The queen survived with few light scars but Lady Mary Sidney, her lady in waiting and Philip Sidney’s mother, became so heavily pock-marked that she never appeared in public again. Decay, suffering, the death of relatives and friends must have meant permanent distress and sadness, although everyone had grown used to living with them since childhood.
This coarse side of the Elizabethan golden age is not only antithetical to the characteristics of the dazzling court society but also to the fictional worlds created in the Elizabethan literary writings, either in prose or in verse. Even the works that delineate misrule, conflicts and disorder might, somehow, have been cathartic to the 16th-century authors and readers, in the sense that they constituted wishful projections of idealised places belonging to another sort of a golden, lost age. Sir Philip Sidney’s narrative The Old Arcadia and Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst”, an encomiastic poem on the Sidneys’ estate, are, in my opinion, two good examples of such idealisation: in various ways and through diverse rhetorical devices, both works depict idyllic, bucolic and thriving spaces where suffering inflicted by disease or filth does not exist. It does not exist in the lyric universes of the Elizabethan sequences, either, but in them we find something peculiar and unique, regarding its origin and nature: something that, being not physical, is built upon disturbing images of literal pain; being no longer medieval, is built upon the imagery of the courtly ‘souffrir d’amour’, or ‘mal d’amour’.

In fact, the courtly love convention was being used to be subverted, through several means and in different ways, and profound changes were occurring in the poetic diction. For instance, the beloved lady continued to be the centre and in the centre of the poetic speech; the lyric ‘I’ continued to proclaim his devotion to her, to praise her beauty, and to suffer when she was absent; the eyes continued to be the only element of connection between lover and beloved; consequently, sight and contemplation continued to assume a conspicuous relevance. Many clichés were however mere ways of clothing new, deep and complex meanings. To illustrate these aspects, I have chosen some examples among the 16th-century munificent poetic production, written by authors who, either as patrons - Philip and Robert Sidney - or as a protégé - Edmund Spenser - belonged to the Sidney-Herbert literary circle.

According to the dynamic experimentalism carried out at the time, poets were seeking the best way to put into vernacular words their experiences, thoughts, feelings and intellectual reflections - on love, life, beauty, knowledge, death and art, especially on the art of writing. Sir Philip Sidney opens his sequence Astrophil and Stella with a complex sonnet that emphasises the fundamental aspects of creation and inspiration:

I sought fit words to paint the blackest face of woe 

Studying inventions fine ... 

(...)

But words came halting forth, wanting invention’s stay 

(...)

Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite 

‘Fool’, said my Muse to me; ‘look in thy heart and write.’

Later in the sequence, he rhetorically asks:

What may words say, or what may words not say,

Where truth itself must speak like flattery?

On his turn, Edmund Spenser states in Amoretti:

Even this verse vowed to eternity,

Shall be thereof immortal monument

... my verse your virtues rare shall eternize,

and in the heavens write your glorious name.

The elaborate process of ‘seeking the fit words’ presupposes, therefore, a continuous disruptive tension that has to do with creation itself. The suffering of the soul inherent to such tension gains full consistency whenever the lyric ‘I’ has to endure his lady’s absence or disfavour. The suffering of the soul is then verbalised - or materialised - through metaphors of the suffering of the body; in other words, the lover’s extreme inner suffering is expressed through images of extreme physical pain, as in these lines by Robert Sidney that may rely upon reminiscences of his brother’s last days in the Netherlands:

His limbs all day, all night his wounds doth bind

(...)

Nor longest night is long enough for me 

To tell my wounds, which restless bleeding be.

‘Ah dearest limbs, ...

How must I thus let you be cut from me,

(...)

Full of dead gangrenes doth the sickman say

Whose death of part, health of the rest must be

(...)

While all the blood it sheds my heart doth bleed

And with my bowels I his cancers feed.

Other images of suffering and illness are, for instance, contained in the following lines: 

Now wounded, overthrown, 

Thy armour comes too late 

To ward the arrows which have pierced my side

Long languishing in double malady,

of my hearts wound and of my bodies grief

Moreover, the lady’s absence and disfavour are intimately connected with the relevance of the eyes, derived from courtly convention. The impossibility of seeing and contemplating the beloved’s eyes implies the lover’s state of deprivation and the subsequent inner suffering, emphasised by the repeated use of terms such as “pains”, “harms”, “griefs”, “woe”, “sorrows” and “loss”. Here are some examples:

All pains are nothing in respect of this,

all sorrows short that gain eternal bliss.

With absence’ veil, I live in sorrow’s night;

What sobs can give words grace my grief to show?

What ink is black enough to paint my woe?

Grief, find the words; for thou hast made my brain

So dark with misty vapours ...

(...)

From out thy heavy mould, that inbent eyes

Can scarce discern the shape of mine own pain.

On the other hand, the insistence on darkness and absence through the repeated use of “part”, “depart”, “eclipsed”, “farewell”, “gone”, “loss”, “death”, “burial”, “hell” and “decay” is strongly connected to the transience that characterises our microcosmic, earthly existence: 

Dark is my day, whilst her fair light I miss,

and dead my life that wants such lively bliss.

Now that of absence the most irksome night

With darkest shade doth overcome my day;

True, that on earth we are but pilgrims made,

And should in soul up to our country move;

The sun is set, and maskèd night

Veils heaven’s fair eyes.
 

Renaissance lyric poetry is a very special and specific product of its own age. As we have seen, it was a time of wealth and decay, luxury and disease, continuity and alteration, a time when the medieval tradition was amalgamated with Humanism, Neoplatonism and a new epistemology. At an age with such characteristics, the Elizabethan poets simultaneously used the courtly love codes and adapted the Dolce Stil Nuovo of the Dantean-Petrarchan tradition to develop intellectual reflections on fundamental issues, according to the Neoplatonic theories of Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola and Giordano Bruno. What the Renaissance lyric ‘I’ effectively and ultimately wished to attain was complete Knowledge. The contemplation of the beloved lady, of her beauty and, above all, the contemplation of her eyes were the means to reach it. According to the planes of correspondence reformulated by Neoplatonism, the lady had become the microcosmic liaison with the macrocosm. The light emanating from her eyes corresponded to the light of the superior spheres, where universal Wisdom, Beauty and Love dwell; consequently, her absence and disfavour meant the impossibility to access those heavenly spheres of excellence. Therefore, the myriad of lines as the following ones in every Elizabethan lyric sequence: 

O eyes, o lights divine

O face, a paradise

O eyes, which do the spheres of beauty move, 

Whose beams be joys, whose joys all virtues be,

More than most fair, full of the living fire

Kindled above unto the maker near:

Furthermore and provided the context we have seen, Renaissance lyric poetry is intimately related to the authors’ life experiences, which they re-created through new rhetorical-linguistic devices and transformed into art. T.S. Eliot underlined a crucial aspect of this Renaissance intellectual process that would disappear in the 17th century and was never again recovered: “The poets ... possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any kind of experience [and sought] the verbal equivalents for states of mind and feeling.”
 According to Eliot, ‘feel’ was transmuted into ‘think’, which meant that an experience of the senses was an intellectual experience, which could modify the poet’s sensibility.

The suffering endured by the lyric ‘I’ meant indeed diverse forms of actual suffering, not of the body (although it was made visible through frequent, pungent images of physical dilaceration, so common in those early modern times), but of the soul (whose scope went however far beyond the conventional ‘souffrir d’amour’). As Sir Philip Sidney wrote in An Apology for Poetry, “Only the poet ... lifted up with the vigour of his own invention, doth grow in effect into another nature ...”.
 At a time when the dissociation of sensibility that Eliot mentions had not yet occurred, the creative ability of the Renaissance lyric poet effectively coincided with an elaborate, whole and enriching intellectual experience, in his pursuit of superior Knowledge and Wisdom. Therefore (and I quote Robert Sidney again), 

The pains which I uncessantly sustain,

Burning in hottest flames of love most pure,

Are joys, not griefs, since each of them are sure

Witness that faith, not will, in me doth reign.

Notes
� These subjects are thoroughly approached by the author in his An Apology for Poetry.


� Sir Philip Sidney, Astrophil and Stella, in Sir Philip Sidney. The Major Works, Katherine Duncan-Jones (ed), Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, pp. 153-211 (Sonnet 1, p. 153).


� Astrophil and Stella, p. 166 (Sonnet 35).


� Edmund Spenser, Amoretti and Epithalamion, 1595, viewed on 5 November 2010, <http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rbear/amoretti.html>, p. 33 (Sonnet 69). The modern spelling of the quotes from Amoretti is my responsibility.


� Amoretti, p. 36 (Sonnet 75).


� Sir Robert Sidney, Poems, P. J. Croft (ed), Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1984, p. 213 (Sonnet 19).


� Poems, p. 227 (Sonnet 26).


� Poems, p. 305 (Song 24).


� Amoretti p. 25 (Sonnet 50).


� Amoretti p. 31 (Sonnet 63).


� Astrophil and Stella, 201 (Sonnet 91).


� Astrophil and Stella, 204 (Sonnet 93).


� Astrophil and Stella, 204 (Sonnet 94).


� Amoretti, p. 42 (Sonnet 89).


� Astrophil and Stella, 201 (Sonnet 89).


� Astrophil and Stella, 154 (Sonnet 5).


� Poems, p. 285 (Song 17).


� Poems, p. 131 (Song 1).


� Poems, p. 169 (Song 4).


� Astrophil and Stella, 169 (Sonnet 42).


� Amoretti, p. 7 (Sonnet 8).


� T.S. Eliot, ‘The Metaphysical Poets’, in Seventeenth-Century English Poetry - Modern Essays in Criticism, William Keast (ed), Oxford University Press, New York, 1966, pp. 27, 29.


� Sir Philip Sidney, An Apology for Poetry, Geoffrey Shepherd (ed), Manchester University Press, Manchester, p. 100.


24 Poems, p. 135 (Sonnet 2).
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