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displacement in the sense of making the farmers shepherds.40 

The pastoral theme is reiterated frequently in the poem, 

especially in the following lines: 

0 blest retirement, friend of life's decline 
Retreats from care that never must be mine ' 
How happy he who crowns in shades like �t�h�e�~�e� 
A youth of labour with an age of ease; ' 
Who quits a world where strong temptations try 
And since 'tis hard to combat, learns to fly. ' 

(11. 97-102) 

Goldsmith's descriptive passages give an air of first-hand 

observation. Note the following lines, for example: 

Sweet was the sound when oft at evening's close 
Up yonder hill the village murmur rose; ' 
There as I past with careless steps and slow, 
The mingling notes came softened from below; 
The swain responsive as the milk-maid sung, 
The sober herd that lowed to meet their young; 
The noisy geese that gabbled o'er the pool, 
The playful children just let loose from school; ••• 
But now the sounds of population fail, 
No chearful murmurs fluctuate in the gale, 
No busy steps the grass-grown foot-way tread, 
For all the bloomy flush of life is fled. 

(11. 113 ff.) 

Goldsmith's descriptions show less of the harsh realities of 

rural life than do Crabbe's. He presents, however, what he 

40 In an essay entitled "The Revolution in Low Life", 
Collected Works, Vol. III, p. 195 ££., Goldsmith discusses the 
aepopulation o£ villages. Describing one such village whose 
inhabitants had to depart he writes: "Such was their misery, 
and I could wish that this were the only instance of such 
migrations of late. But I am informed that nothing is at present 
more common than such revolutions. In almost every part of the 
kingdom the laborious husbandman has been reduced, and the lands 
are now either occupied by some general undertaker, or turned 
into enclosures destined for the purposes of �~�u�s�e�m�e�n�t� or luxury." 
( p. 197). 
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considers to be a r6alistic view of life in the English village 

at this time, and, what is more important, he does so without 

the machinery and artificality that is so much a part of 

conventional pastoral. 

James Beattie (1735-1803) published Book I of his poem 
h 41 

T e Minstrel, written in the Spenserian stanza, in 1771. 

Book II was published in 1774. The sub-title of the poem is 

"The Progress of Genius" and the poem itself sketches the 

education of the minstrel Edwin, who represents Beattie himself. 

The poem is not a pastoral, but it does have a pastoral setting 

and the minstrel Edwin is depicted as a shepherd-swain: 

There lived in Gothic days, as legends tell, 
A shepherd-swain, a man of low degree; 
Whose sires, perchance, in Fairyland might dwell, 
Sicilian groves, or vales of Arcady; 
But he, I ween, was of the north countrie; ••• 
The shepherd-swain of whom I mention made, 
On Scotia~·s mountain fed his little flock; 
The sickle, scythe, or plough, he never swayed; 
An honest heart was almost all his stock: 
His drink the living water from the rock; 
The milky dams supplied his board, and lent 
Their kindly fleece to baffle winter's shock; 
And he tho' oft with dust and sweat besprent, 
Did guide and guard their wanderings, wheresoe'er they went. 

(Book I, 11. 91 ff.) 

He is not a conventional shepherd of the golden age. He is 

"oft with dust and sweat besprent" and at his birth "No prodigy 

appeared in earth or air" (1. 130). In Book II, when young 

41 James Beattie, Poetical Works, ed. Alexander Dyce 
( 1866), p. 7. 

~ ·-., 
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Ed win approaches the "hoary sage" to find out whether what he 

had heard about corruption at court is true, he revels in the 

thought or the golden age - "The age of love, and innocence 

and joy" (1. 329) - which Fancy paints to wean "the weary 

soul from guilt and woe ~ ft (1. 349). He learns from the sage, 

however, that 

Fancy enervates, while it soothes, the heart, 
And, while it dazzles, wounds the mental sight. 

(Book II, 11. 362-363) 

Edwin is further informed that history and philosophy are 

essential to curb "Imagination's lawless rage" (1. 400). The 

poem indicates the tendency at this time to deal with pastoral 

themes outside the genre. Its passages of gothic imagery with 

its "corses pale" and "ghosts that to the charnel-dungeon 

throngtt (11. 280-28 ) seem to indicate the new interest in this 

type of literature, and certain descriptive passages dealing 

with Beattie's boyhood among the hills and vales seem to 

foreshadow Wordsworth's Prelude. 

George Crabbe (1754-1832) is yet another example of a 

poet who rejects pastoral and deals with rural life in a 

realistic way in The Village42 (1783). As the inscription at 

the beginning of this chapter indicates, he criticizes severe~y 

those writers who in "tender strain" reveal the "amorous pains" 

of shepherds - "The only pains, alasl they never feel". He 

42 George Crabbe, Poetical Works [nod.] , P• 17. 
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shares Dr. Johnson's view of pastoral 43 Th d"d . • e sor 1 real1sm 
of Crabbe's poem is in striking contrast to the sentimentalized 

picture of the village as presented by Goldsmith. Since he is 

fully aware of the hardships of the "poor laborious natives" 
' he asks himself the question: 

Then.shall I dare these real ills to hide 
In t1nsel trappings of poetic pride? 

(Book I, 11. 47-48) 

To this he answers, "No": 

I paint the Cot, 
As Truth will paint it, and as Bards will not: 
Nor you, ye Poor, of letter'd scorn complain, 
To you the smoothest song is smooth in vain• 
o•ercome by labour, and bow'd down by time,' 
Feel you the barren flattery of a rhyme? 

(Book I, 11 53-58) 

Crabbe's is no pastoral of the golden age. In "wand'ring long, 

amid these frowning fields", he "sought the simple life that 

Nature yields", but found instead that 

Rapine and ~~ong and Fear usurp'd her place, 
And a bold, artful, surly, savage race. 

(Book I, 11. 111-112) 

At the end of Book II, Crabbe laments the death of Lord Robert 

Manners who was killed in battle in April 1782. This is not 

43 
Boswell, ~· cit., p. 1202, says of Crabbe's ~ 

Villbie that Johnson~a~aken the trouble not only to suggest 
slig t corrections and variations, but to furnish some lines, 
when he thought he could give the writer's meaning better than 
in the words of the manuscript". As an instance of this, 
Boswell quotes the six lines beginning "On Mincio's banks ···" 
(11. 15-20) as being Dr. Johnson's with the exception of line 
19. Johnson's comment on this poem as reported by Boswell has 
already been mentioned in Chapter Three. 
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the conventional pastoral lament, however. Manners is not 

a t.eigned shepherd; there is no pathetic fallacy, no ascending 

of his soul to heaven. Crabbe realizes that no "chiming of a 

song" can heal the grief-stricken bosom: 

'Tis not, I know, the chiming of a song 
Nor all the powers that to the Muse bel6ng 
Words aptly cull'd, and meaning well expre~s'd, 
Can calm the sorrows of a wounded breast; . 
But Virtue, soother of the fiercest pains, 
Shall heal the bosom, Rutland, where she reigns. 

(Bo~k II, 11. 257-262) 

Crabbe, then, set out to shatter the pastoral dream world. His 

picture of the wretched conditions of village life does much 

to shatter the illusion of pastoral and to discredit the genre. 

William Cowper (1731-1800) published his long poem 

The Task,44 in six books, in 1785. He has entitled the books 

"The Sofa", "The Time-piece", "The Garden", "The Winter Evening", 

"The Winter Morning Walk", and "The Winter Walk at Noon". These 

titles, however, give little indication of the theme of the 

poeme Tne poem was written at the suggestion of Lady Austen 

that he attempt a poem in blank verse. Upon Cowper's protest 

that he had no subject, Lady Austen suggested that which became 

the subJE: ·:; · of Book I - The Sofa. However, as Cowper indicates 

at the beginning of Book III, in "designing other themes" : he 

has "rambled wide" (1. 14). He frequently deals with the 

pastoral theme of the corrupt city versus "the mild and genial 

44 William Cowper, Poetical Works, ed. John Bruce 
(1865), Vol. II, P• 3. 



soil of cultivated life" in the country: 

But though true worth and virtue, in the mild 
And genial soil of cultivated life 
Thrive most, and may perhaps thrive only there 
Yet not in cities oft: in proud, and gay ' 
And gain-devoted cities. Thither flow ' 
As to a common and most noisome sewer,' 
The dregs and feculence of eve~ land. 

("The Sofa", 11. 67e-6e4) 
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Allied to the pastoral theme of a simple life close to nature 

as opposed to the sophisticated life of the city is the theme 

of nature ve~sus art. In the following passage Cowper not 

only stresses his preference of nature over art, but also 

foreshadows the treatment of nature that we find later in 

Wordsworth. Art's 

imitative strokes can do no more 
Than please the eye - Sweet Nature every sense. 
The air salubrious of her lofty hills, 
The cheering fragrance of her dewy vales, 
And music of her woods - no works of man 
May rival these; these all bespeak a power 
Peculiar, and exclusively her own. 

("The Sofa", 11. 426-432) 

The "air salubrious", the "cheering fragrance", and the "music 

of her woods" which "bespeak a power peculiar" in nature are 

not yet the "presence that disturbs ••• with the joy /of elevated 

thought",45 but these descriptive phrases do indicate a new 

interest in sights and sounds of nature both for their own sake 

and for their ability to "Exhilarate the spirit" (1. 182) and 

to "lull the spirit while they fill the mind" ( 1. 187). 

45 William Wordsworth, "Lines Composed a Few Miles above 
Tintern Abbey", 11. 94-95. 
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For the most par·c Cowper gives exact descriptions in 

his poem,
46 

and the following passage gives a realistic 

description of a pastoral scene in rural England: 

The Grove receives us next; 
Between the upright shafts of whose tall elms 
We may discern the thresher at his task. 
Thump after thump resounds the constant flail, 
That seems to swing uncertain, and yet falls 
Full on ~~e destined ear. Wide flies the chaff, 
~~e rusti~g straw sends up a frequent mist 
Of atoms, sparkling in the noonday beam. 
Come hither, ye that press your beds of down 
And sleep not; see him sweating o'er his bread 
Be£ore he eats it. - 'Tis the primal curse, 
But softened into mercy; made the pledge 
Of cheerful days, and nights without a groan. 

("The Sofa" 11. 354-366) 

The thresher, unlike the traditional shepherd, has to sweat over 

his bread before he eats it. Cowper, later in the poem, rejects 

the notion of the golden age: 

Would I had fallen upon those happier days 
The poets celebrate; those golden times 
And those Arcadian scenes that Maro sings, 
And Sidney, warbler of poetic prose •••• 
Vain wishl those days were never; airy dreams 
Sat for the picture; and the poet's hand, 
Imparting substance to an empty shade, 
Imposed a gay delirin.ra for a truth. 

("The Winter Evening", 11. 513 ff. ) 

Cowper, then, like Goldsmith, Beattie, and Crabbe, rejects the 

46 
In a letter to William Unwin dated October 10, 1784, 

Cowper writes: "My descriptions are all from nature: not one of 
them second-handed. My delineations of the heart are frc:m my 
own experience: not one of them borrowed.fro~ boo~s! or ~n the 
least degree conjectural". John Brucet ~n h~s ed~t~on of The 
Poetical Works of William Cowper (1865J, yol: II, P• 13,.at~ests, 
in a footnote, to the accuracy of a descr~pt~ve passage ~n The 
Sofan, 11. 154 ff. 
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golden age concept and the conventions which have been 

attached to the pastoral tradition in poetry. Unlike Goldsmith 

and Crabbe, who continue to use the heroic couplet in the poems 

cited, Cowper uses blank verse. Cowper's descriptions avoid 

the poetic diction generally used for objective detail and give 

the impression of first-hand observation depicted in simple, 

direct language. His treatment of nature in this poem indicates 

the changing attitude towards nature which has been discussed 

in the introductory section of this chapter. In his natural 

descriptions he deals less frequently than Thomson with the 

harsher aspects of nature, towering mountains and storms, for 

example, and his preference is rather for tame nature and 

objects familiar to everyday life. His emphasis also on the 

soothing effect which nature has on the mind and spirit of man 

is a further development in the attitude towards nature in 

poetry and looks forward to its treatment by Wordsworth. 

The poems which have been cited above, then, illustrate 

the dissatisfaction among more serious writers liith the 

conventional pastoral and an unwillingness to use it in serious 

poetry. The empirical strain, in poetry which deals with 

matters that are normally dealt with in pastoral, opens the 

way for the unconventional realistic pastoral poem with an 

English setting such as is found in Wordsworth's "Michael". 
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With the end of the century comes the publication of 

Wordsworth's "Michael"47 (1800). This poem is being discussed 

here, not only because it comes at the end of the period under 

discussion, but also because it marks a distinct break away 

from conventional pastoral. Yet it is truly a pastoral poem. 

Its theme is the pastoral theme of the corrupt city life as 

opposed to the innocent, virtuous life of the shepherd close 

to nature. In this poem Wordsworth dispenses with all the 

pastoral machinery and presents a narrative about a Cumberland 

shepherd, Michael, whose son, Luke, has to leave his native 

"Green-head Ghyll" to seek his fortune in London in order to 

save his father's fields from passing "into a stranger's hand" 

{1. 231). As sometimes happens with young men who pursue 

fortune in the big city, Luke began 

To slacken in his duty; and, at length, 
He in the dissolute city gave himself 
To evil courses: ignominy and shame 
Fell on him, so that he was driven at last 
To seek a hiding-place beyond the seas. 

(11. 443-447) 

At the same time the sheep-fold which Luke had begun at old 

Michael's request is still unfinished and remains so at Michael's 

death. wordsworth presents us not with the traditional shepherd 

of the golden age but with the type of shepherd with whom he was 

familiar. Michael may be slightly idealized through Wordsworth's 

47 William wordsworth, Poetical Works, ed. T. Hutchinson, 
rev. E. De Selincourt (1960}, P• 104. 

~ 
~ 



150 

eyes, yet he is part of Wordsworth's experience. The importance 

of feeling is evident in this poem. The sentiments expressed go 

beneath the surface of everyday llving and touch the heart of 

man: 

There is a comfort in the strength of love· 
'Twill make a thing endurable, which else ' 
Would overset the brain, or break the heart: 

(11. 448-4.50) 

Such sentiments rarely find expression in the conventional 

pastoral. The world presented there is too remote from everyday 

experience for the reader to be able to establish identity with 

the poem. In "Michael" it is possible for the reader to make 

this identification. 

Wordsworth, then, restores to pastoral a dignity which 

the genre, for a period at least, had lost. He makes it once 

again an acceptable vehicle for poetic expression. His use of 

blank verse shows the complete release of the pastoral from 

the domination of the heroic couplet, and his rejection of 

conventional machinery helps to eliminate much that was held 

contemptible in pastoral. The time for a revival of traditional 

pastoral, however, had past. It had suffe1~d too much at the 

hands of the critics and satirists to be accepted seriously in 

the future. In addition to this, the Romantic dislike for 

poetic kinds was detrimental to its future acceptance. Poems 

continue to be written on pastoral themes, but they are, perhaps, 

better described as idyllic or lyric rather than pastoral in 

the sense that it has been defined in this study. A few poets 
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write formal pastorals in the nineteenth century, but the 

production is scanty. Poets in the twentieth century write 

poems in which the pastoral theme is present but they generally 

lack the pastoral conventions as well as the shepherds. 



CHAPTER V: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The woods of Arcady are dead, 
And over is their antique joy; 
Of old the world on dreaming fed; 
Grey truth is now her painted toy ••• 1 
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English poets have never been completely at ease with 

the traditional pastoral. They modified the classical pastoral 

which they inherited through Italy and France to suit their 

own purposes. Theocritus had given realistic sketches of life, 

especially rural life, in the Sicily of his day. He has been 

awarded the title of the father of pastoral poetry because of 

the many imitations of his Idylls from Bion and Moschus onwards. 

As the centuries passed the conventions of pastoral gradually 

took precedence over the depiction of rural conditions - imitation 

replaced observation. Fortunately for English pastoral poetry, 

the native tradition with its empirical strain was well 

established by the time Barclay and Googe introduced the foreign 

pastoral tradition into English. The influence of this empirical 

strain is evident in such poets as Spenser, Breton, Browne, and 

Drayton. Shakespeare, aware of the complexity of human 

experience, could not accept the artificiality of the pastoral 

world and the conventions of pastoral poetry, so he ridiculed 

them in As You Like It. In "Lycidas", reality shatters the 

pastoral dream world. Other pastoral writers - Drayton, Herrick~ 

1 W.B. Yeats, "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" in 
Crossways (1889). 
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and Marvell, for example - show a reluctance to succumb to 

the eonventions of the foreign pastoral tradition, and in some 

of their pastorals they inject an element of realism that is 

common in the English pastoral at this time. Pastoral is a 

dynamic genre during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

and all of the major poets write pastorals of one form or 

another. 

•roward the end of the seventeen·th century there is a 

gradual trend away from the empirical element in pastoral as 

the influence of the French critics makes itself felt in 

England. Pope, in particular, comes under the influence of 

the "rules" theory of Rapin. Since Pope is the major poet of 

the first hal£ of the eighteenth century, his influence on 

writers at this time is extensive and powerful. For the first 

time in the history of English pastoral an attempt is made to 

restrict the genre by forcing it to conform to a set of rules. 

The situations depicted in the neoclassic pastorals of Pope 

are remote from reality. They depict, instead, the life of the 

shepherd in the mythical golden age. Consequently pastoral 

poetry becomes highly artificial and imitative, since the 

ancients (Virgil in particular) are held up as the only worthy 

models for imitation. 

Naturally there were those whose reason and common sense 

rebelled against being subjected to such authority. These writers 

felt that to be effective pastoral must have an indigenous setting 

rather than a setting in distant Arcadia. They conceded, however, 

that sordid reality might be glossed over and slightly idealized 
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in pastoral poetry to suit the delicate taste of the gentleman 

reader. They rejected the shepherd of the golden age and 

Arcadia, but they did not, hov1ever, have any particular interest 

in nature for its own sake. The country was looked upon as a 

pleasant but temporary retreat from the bustle of city life. 

The chief spokesmen for the rationalist theory were Addison, 

Tickell, and Furney, and they followed the lead of Fontenelle. 

There were other writers, however, who held nothing but contempt 

for the artificiality of pastoral. Swift was such a writer and 

he lashed out at pastoral with his own burlesque versions. Gay, 

too, wrote burlesque pastorals and the tendency to use pastoral 

as a weapon against itself spread throughout the century. Dr. 

Johnson held nothing but contempt for the insipidity of 

traditional pastoral, and his critical writings on the genre 

opened the way for a broader treatment of pastoral themes. The 

Wartons, Langhorne, Tytler, Aikin, Blair, and certain revi,~wers 

of pastoral poetry, demanded a more realistic treatment of rustic 

conditions in pastoral. They demanded a depiction of rural life 

as it act,ually ~tas, with benevolent sentiment and exact descriptions. 

They demanded an empirical approach to pastoralo The most extreme 

example of this realistic approach to rural life is Crabbe's 

The Village. 

There is ru1 abundance of critical writing on pastoral 

throughout the eighteenth century. During the latter half the 

main tendency in these critical writings is to throw off the 

"rules" and to broaden the scope of the genre. The result is 

that many writers v-Tithin the genre make a conscious effort to 
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add variety of subject matter, character, scenery, and 

versification to pastoral poetry. This criticism of the 

narrowness of pastoral and, in addition, the effect wrought by 

the ridicule of the genre by those writers of burlesque or 

anti-pastorals, combine to bring about a rejection of pastoral 

by writers like Crabbe, Goldsmith, and Cowper. The new attitude 

toward nature in poetry, as exhibited for example in works like 

Thomson's Seasons, influenced writers also. As a result writers 

like Beattie, Crabbe, Goldsmith, and Cowper, turn toward the 

longer descriptive-reflective poems to express themes that had 

normally been dealt with in pastoral. 

The F~glish mind has always found itself ill at ease 

when restricted by "rules" which have little relevance to 

reality. It rebelled against the rules which for a short period 

stifled pastoral poetry and led to the eventual decline of the 

traditional pastoral as an acceptable mode of poetic expression. 

The culmination of this reaction comes in Wordsworth's "Michael". 

The cycle is now complete. Just as Theocritus gave, in his 

Idylls, sketches of rural life in the Sicily of his time, so 

Wordswo~~h in "Michael" gives a sketch of rural life in the 

Lake district of England in his day. Here is a poem on a 

pastoral theme in a pastoral setting without the machinery and 

conventions, but with the true idyllic spirit of the Idylls of 

Theocritus. wordsworth's poem may have a more melancholy tone 

than many of the Idylls, but it is the spirit and not the poems 

of Theocritus that Wordsworth imitates. 

There are a few writers who continue to write poems 
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using the pastoral form during the nineteenth century, but the 

production is small. John Clare, for example, writes hls 

Shepherd's Calendar (1827), employing the calendar series used 

by Spenser. Yet, his treatment of subject matter is quite 

different from that found in traditional pastorals. He treats 

of village life in a realistic "':ray not commonly found in 

traditional pastoral, and his observations of nature in this 

poem reveal the mind of a naturalist rather than that of a 

poet imitating Theocritus and Virgil. Shelley's "Adonais" 

(1821) follows the form of the traditional pastoral elegy and 

is indebted, to some extent, to Bion's "Lament for Adonis". 

Shelley, like Spenser and Milton, uses the pastoral to criticize 

severely what he considers injustices in society. He lashes out 

at the revieweJrs, "The herded \..,rolves, bold only to pursue" (1. 244), 

who scattered "their insults and their slanders without heed"
2 

upon Keats's "Endymion". The poem fuses much of Shelley's 

thought: his hatred of reviewers, his contemplation of death 

("No more let Life divide what Death can join together" - 1. 477}, 

and his idealism ("The One remains, the many change and pass" -

1. 460). Likewise, Arnold's "Thyrsis" (1866) follows the form 

of the pastoral elegy, and Thyrsis is the poet-shepherd figure. 

The poem's setting and realistic description of the countryside 

around Oxford, along with its expression of quiet sincerity, 

distinguish it from many of the conventional pastoral elegies 

d •t Both of these elegies - 11 Adonais" in Shelley's which precede ~ • 

2 P.B. Shelley, Selected Poetry ~nd Prose, ed. Carlos 
Baker (1951), p. 290~ Preface to "Adona~s". 
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contemplation of Death, and "Thyrsis" in Arnold's collegiate 

association - owe something to Milton's "Lycidas". In the 

twentieth century little poetry has been written in the 

conventional pastoral tradition. Poems treating of rural life 

or retirement generally dispense with the traditional shepherds 

and lack the conventions of pastoral. The Arcadian setting, 

also, has been replaced by a local rural setting familiar to 

the poet. Such poetry is perhaps better designated by the terms 

lyric or idyllic poetry rather than pastoral. The critical 

attitude towards pastoral as a result of the ridicule cast upon 

it during the eighteenth century has made a major revival of the 

genre highly improbable. 

AMARYLLIS 

Once when I wandered in the woods alone, 
An oid man tottered up to me and said, 
"Come friend and see the grave that I have made 
For ~aryllis~. There was in the tone 
Of his complaint such quaver and such moan 
That I took pity on him and ob~yed, , 
And long stood looking where h7s hands haa. laid 
An ancient woman, shrunk to sk~n and bone. 

Far out beyond the forest I could hear 
The calling of loud progress, ~nd_the bold. 
Incessant scream of commerce r~ng~ng clear, 
But though the trumpets of the world were glad, 
It made me lonely and it made me sad 
To think that Amaryllis had g:own oldo 

(Edwin Arlington Rob~nson from 
The Children of the Night, 1890-1897} 
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