Poetic Forms and Terms 

Poetic Forms

The Mock Epic
"The Rape of the Lock," an example of the mock epic, made Pope the most famous poet of his time. An illness in childhood had left him dwarfed and stooped (one of his enemies called him the "walking interrogation point"). His satires were often personal invective reflecting his own hypersensitivity, but in "The Rape of the Lock," though full of cutting satire on the trivialities of upper-class society, wit and humor dominate. The poem was designed to ease the conflict between two families whose long friendship was threatened when Miss Arabella Fermor lost her lock to Lord Petre, a relative of Pope's friend, John Caryll, who suggested the idea of the poem. The purpose was to charm the lady out of her anger by diminishing the seriousness of the attack through light satire and perhaps to persuade her to renew their marriage negotiations. She was pleased with the poem, and its publication resulted from her sharing it with her friends.

The mock epic or mock heroic (the terms are used interchangeably) treats the trivial in the grand style of the epic. The mock epic includes the following epic elements: 

· An invocation to the Muse

· A thematic statement

· Division into Cantos

· Heroic speeches in which challenges and boasts are made

· Heroic games (in this case, the card game ombre, presented as a military conflict) and battles 

In "The Rape of the Lock," as in the epic form, the action is under the direction of supernatural beings. Ariel, Belinda's guardian sylph, communicates with her through a dream and participates in the action. In a letter to Arabella Fermor, Pope's model for Belinda, he writes: "The Machinery, Madam, is a term invented by the Criticks, to signify that Part which the Deities, Angels, or Daemons, are made to act in a Poem: For the ancient Poets are in one Respect like many modern Ladies: Let an Action be ever so trivial in itself, they always make it appear of the Utmost Importance." 

The Heroic Couplet
"The Rape of the Lock" is composed in a special metrical form called the heroic couplet: two rhymed iambic pentameter lines. When the couplet is closed or end-stopped, its grammatical structure matches its metrics, creating highly symmetrical, epigrammatic lines which are often like aphorisms. Pope was famous for his poetic creations in this form. Here are two examples from his long poem Essay on Criticism:

Hope Springs eternal in the human breast;
Man never is, but always to be blessed.

Two principles in human nature reign:
Self-love, to urge, and reason, to restrain.

Figurative Language
Figurative language alters normal use and structure in order to create visual effects, call attention to comparisons, or explore unexpected and provocative similarities or differences.

Zeugma 
Among the several literary devices Pope employs is the zeugma (Greek 'yoking') or syllepsis (Greek 'taking together'). This device places words in parallel grammatical relationships when the terms are of quite opposite meaning and value. This device is particularly appropriate for Pope's attack on those who equate the trivial with what is important. For example, the one word, stain, is linked to two other words, but in quite different senses: to stain one's Honour is made to appear the same as staining one's Brocade. Thus, in "The Rape of the Lock" the moral, the serious, and the abstract are linked with the humorous and concrete.

Or stain her Honour, or her new Brocade . . .
Or lose her Heart, or Necklace, at a Ball . . . . (II.107, 109)

And another example, 

Here Thou, great Anna! whom three Realms obey,
Dost sometimes Counsel take—and sometimes Tea. (III. 7-8) 

Anticlimax
Placing the trivial where one would expect the serious creates a sense of anticlimax. (See the opening lines of Canto IV [1-10] for a more striking example of anticlimax, heightened by anaphora [initial repetition].) 

Epithet
Pope also uses the "epithet," an abstract generalization, such as the substitution of "finney prey" for the concrete, exact term "fish."

Special Terms

Ombre (The Epic Battle of Canto III)
Ombre is a card game like three-handed bridge. Belinda is the declarer (from the Spanish hombre) and must take more tricks than either of her opponents. Thus, she plays against each of her two opponents individually. By selecting and discarding, she replenishes her hand from the pool. The principal trumps always include the black aces. When spades are declared, the principal trumps, in order of value, are Matadors (the ace of spades), Spadille (the deuce of spades), and Manille (the ace of clubs). The remaining spades fill out Belinda's trump suit. The Baron has the queen of spades which he uses to trump her king of clubs. Then he is able to lead with diamonds until she is on the verge of being set or defeated (called Codille). But she makes the last trick taking his ace of hearts with her king, a higher card in ombre than the ace. The game is played on a velvet cloth (44).

The Cave of Spleen
With Ariel no longer her heroic defender, Belinda's cause is taken up by Umbriel (suggesting umbra, shadow, and umber, brown), a gnome, who descends into the Cave of Spleen to gather for her the emotions appropriate for a response to her attack. This descent into darkness is another epic device imitating the journeys to the underworld of Odysseus and Aeneas with a description suggestive of Milton's Hell. The spleen is the home of melancholy, a condition believed to be influenced by misty, rainy weather and associated with unrequited love. Melancholy can lead to irritability, hypersensitivity, and even madness. The images are hallucinations of the melancholy gone mad and, at the same time, parodies of stage properties and effects, to imply that such extreme emotions are actually false affections.

In answer to Umbriel's prayer, Spleen gives him a Bag, like the bag of wind that Odysseus' men released which drove their ship to destruction. The Bag contains all the cries, sobs, and passionate words, all the sorrow, grief, and tears, Belinda could possibly need. When Umbriel returns, he finds Belinda in the arms of Thalestris, the mirror image of Belinda who is now transformed into a horrified and horrifyingly passionate spokeswoman against the one who assaults her.

The Battle of Beaux and Belles
Though Belinda pleads, like Dido against the departure of Aeneas, to have her lock returned, the Baron refuses. Clarissa, the Baron's assistant in the crime, uses the occasion to mock female beauty in favor of merit of character. Presumably insufficient in beauty herself, Clarissa argues against the coquette, who, she says, should recognize that beauty fades with old age and that women must marry a man or not at all. Her speech, meant to calm, has little impact on Belinda, who frowns, and Thalestris promptly labels Clarissa a prude. 

And so the battle of words and hard looks ensues, a chaos of attack and flight between the wits of men and the insulted women, complete with a scale of justice suspended by Jove, like the scale that descends in Paradise Lost when Satan fights Gabriel. Finally, the battle becomes physical when Belinda throws snuff in the Baron's face and then charges at him with her bodkin, like an ancient battle sword, shouting "Restore the Lock." Then the miracle occurs: the lock disappears, for it is transformed into one of the stars of heaven which shall, through the power of poetry, immortalize Belinda.

· Legal Notices
· Privacy Policy
· Contact Us
Copyright © 2013 SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA, All Rights Reserved 

