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2.1.0 INTRODUCTION

In Module 1 you have already read about the multi-pronged creative talent of John Dryden as a poet, a theorist of literature in his contemporary milieu, and as a dramatist. In course of this Paper, you will be acquainted with all three facets of this most illustrious among the Restoration litterateurs. For now, this Unit will introduce you to his famous satiric period piece poem Macflecknoe. As you get along with the text, you are expected to understand for yourself why he is considered a noted satirist and a representative writer of his time. For a comprehensive understanding, we provide a glimpse of the range of Dryden’s works in this Unit itself. 

2.1.1 JOHN DRYDEN AND HIS WORKS

John Dryden (1631- 1700) was educated at Trinity College Cambridge. He moved to London in 1654 and became a civil servant in the Government of Oliver Cromwell. His first published poem Heroic Stanzas Consecrated to the Memory of His Highness (1558) saluted the military exploits of his Lord Protector. This should give you a fair idea of how poetry of the Restoration period was steadily getting inclined to writing panegyrics (praise) of the court and the nobility. 

 Astrea Redux composed shortly after, celebrated the Restoration of Charles II in 1600 followed by a Panegyric on his coronation. This rather sudden transfer of loyalty exposed him to much sneering by his critics. Dr. Samuel Johnson however endorses Dryden saying “if he changed, he changed with the nation.” (Lives of Poets 1779 Vol I “Life of Waller.”)

Baring this initial shift, Dryden remained faithful to the cause of the Monarchy until his death. He was appointed poet laureate in 1671.

 Though he was labeled “Dryden the poet” by his contemporaries, he was adept at writing prose, drama and many forms of poetry. Elegiac, panegyrics, satires, argumentative and narrative verse, lyrics exist in large numbers. The notable ones among these are To the Memory of Mr. Oldham, The Medal, Absalom and Achitophel, On St. Cecelia’s Day. We study him mainly as a satirist in Mac Flecknoe. Among his significant plays we have Aurangzebe, The Conquest of Granada and All for Love. Essay of Dramatic Poesy is a work of literary criticism written in the form of a dialogue. It positions him as an arbiter of taste based on intelligence and sound reasonableness. 

 He passed away on 1st May 1700 and was eventually buried in Westminster Abbey- as a mark of honour. 

2.1.2 OCCASION OF MAC FLECKNOE

Before we come to the text of the poem, we need to grasp the ‘story’ behind it. That will definitely aid our understanding of the lines.

Macflecknoe (1682) is a devastating attack on Dryden’s fellow dramatist Shadwell. Originally a friend, Shadwell had quarreled with Dryden and attacked his play Aurangzebe. The poem we study is Dryden’s scathing retort. Shadwell is ridiculed by being represented as the ‘Mac’ or ‘Son’ of Richard Flecknoe, a contemptible Irish minor poet and playwright whom Dryden addresses as the unchallenged monarch of “all the realms of nonsense” (L-6). Shadwell is therefore the true heir in meaninglessness and inconsequence.

We must however remember that Shadwell was actually a fairly successful and well- thought of playwright. The ignominy is undeserved. 

2.1.3 POLITICAL BACKGROUND: CONTEXTUALISING MAC FLECKNOE

No significant literary work of the Restoration exists independent of strong connections with the contemporary political scenario. There is also a political undertone in this satire. Shadwell is a Whig, member of a political party that opposed the king. The pro-monarchy party was that of the Tories. You can definitely make out on which side Dryden’s sympathies lay. A feud existed between the Whigs and Tories regarding the succession of the Duke of York, the Catholic brother of King Charles II, to the throne in 1680. A look at the pictorial depiction of the Stuart Line and the House of Hanover will help you understand the complex web. While the Tories were supporters of the King and Duke of York, the Whigs were opposed to the succession of the Duke of York to the English throne. It is believed that Charles II sought the help of Dryden in this connection, and shortly afterwards, Absalom and Achitophel, a political satire was written.

The identity of Shadwell as a Whig is also ridiculed by Dryden who is a Tory, in Mac Flecknoe. Hence there is political satire mixed with personal satire. 

As a learner, you will be expected to differentiate between these two, and reason for yourselves, the factors that have made Macflecknoe an abiding literary text despite its highly topical nature.

2.1.4 TEXT OF MAC FLECKNOE

Edition: Great English Poems, Ed. C.B Young, OUP, 1965. 

Xerox of Text provided. Pls stick to line numbers & divisions as in original.

2.1.5 GLOSSARYAND NOTES

        L2. Fate: Not destiny but Time that marches on beyond human wish or control.

        L3. Augustus: Octavius Caesar elected Emperor of Rome at age 21 after the assassination of Julius.

       L 12, L21. wit: Intelligence.

       L13. resolved: Decided. 

       L25, L 187- 89. goodly fabric: Alludes to Shadwell’s corpulence.

       L28: supinely: Inertly.

       L30. tautology: Repetition of idea and expression,  eg. “returned back.”

       L29: Thomas Heywood (1575?- 1560?) and James Shirley (1596- 1660): Both contemporary playwrights of merit and popularity. This attack on them is uncalled for.

       L32: “sent before … thy way”: St. John the Baptist prepared the way for the advent of Jesus Christ the Messiah.

      L33. Norwich: Shadwell came from this city.

      L33. drugget: Coarse woollen material for clothes.

      L35: whilom: Formerly.

      L36: Flecknoe had lived for some time in Lisbon, and was treated kindly by King John of Portugal.

     L42: Epsom Wells (1673), a play by Shadwell. ‘Swelled’, ‘big’, ‘blankets toss’d’ combine as a scandalous image.

    L43: Arion: An ancient Greek bard saved from drowning by being carried ashore on a dolphin’s back. He charmed dolphins by his music.

   L51: St. Andre: A celebrated French dancing master of the day.

   L55: Singleton A famous singer of the day.

   L 57: Villerius: A leading character in Davenant’s opera The Siege of Rhodes. (1663)

   L58: sire: Shadwell’s Flecknoe’s literary disciple, no biological link.

   L61: Ellipses: A figure of speech. Shadwell not yet but soon to be crowned king of dullness.

   L62: Augusta: London was known as LONDONIUM AUGUSTA in the time of Augustus Caesar.

   L65: Barbican: A London locality.

   L65: hight: Was called.

   L67: pile: Building.

   L72: nursery: School for training actors.

   L75: punks: Prostitutes.

   L76: Maximin: Hero of Dryden’s play Tyrannic Love (1670) who dying, defies the gods.

   L77: Fletcher: John (1579-1625), wrote both comedies and tragedies; many of them in collaboration with Francis Beaumont.

   L77: buskins: The high boots worn by ancient Athenian tragic actors; hence emblem of tragedy.

   L78: Jonson: Ben (1573- 1637) the greatest writer of comedies, after Shakespeare, of the 16th and 17th centuries known for his ‘humour’ based characters.

   L78: Socks: Low shows worn by ancient Athenian comic actors hence emblem of comedy.

   L79: gentle Simkin: A cobbler in an Interlude (Remember the transitory phases of drama in Middle English literature). Shoemaking was called the ‘gentle craft’. Cobblers patched shoes with bits and pieces similar to plays and performances found here.

  L81: clinches: Puns.

  L82: Panton: A noted punster.

  L85: Dekker: Thomas (1570- 1632) well known Elizabethan comic dramatist, whose plays highlighted the common man.

  L88-90: Psyche (1674), The Miser (1672), The Humorists (1671) are all plays by Shadwell. Raymond is a character in the last, and Bruce is a character in Shadwell’s The Virtuoso (1676).

  L95: Bunhill: Fields cemetery and poor area of London.

  L95: Watling Street: Roman road running NW across England, through London, and a connection to the counties.

  L98: Ogleby: John (1600-76), poet who translated Homer, Virgil and Aesop in verse.

  L100: bilked: Unpaid.

  L101: Herringman: Leading publisher of Charles II’s reign and publisher to Shadwell.

  L104: Ascanius: Virgil calls him Son of Aeneas, “Rome’s second hope.” Shadwell is second Ascanius, the hope of London. Needless to say, this is sheer mockery. 

  L108: Hannibal: (3rd B.C) Carthaginian general who crossed the Alps and defeated the mighty Romans.

  L106-7: fogs: Symbolise dullness which envelops Shadwell’s head instead of a saintly halo.

  L114-15: At coronation, the highest Church dignitary anoints the King with oil. Flecknoe had originally been a Roman Catholic Priest.

  L114: unction: oil

  L116: sinister: Left.

  L118: Love’s Kingdom: A play by Flecknoe (1664).

  L122: poppies: Signify Shadwell’s sleepy dullness.

  L126: Romulus: Legendary founder of Rome.

  L127: vulture: Raptorial bird, like the eagle, associated with kingship and empire.

  L130: the honours of his head: Respectable head of white hair.

  L133: The notion and phrasing here are borrowed from classical poets. The idea is that the poetic impulse is the result of possession by a deity, which at first the poet tries to resist.

 L147: gentle George: Sir George Etherege (1635-91) notable writer of comedies. The names that follow are of characters in his plays.

 L159-60: Sedley: Sir Charles (1639- 1701) poet and playwright, famous for his wit, had written the prologue to Shadwell’s Epsom Wells (1673). Dryden here hints that he helped Shadwell compose it.

L164: Sir Formal Trifle: A rhetorical character in Shadwell’s The Virtuoso. Shadwell used ‘type’ characters in the main.

L166: northern dedications: Shadwell’s dedications of works to the Duke of Newcastle and to his son the Earl of Ogle.

L175: Prince Nicander: A character in Shadwell’s Psyche.

L187-8: Ben Jonson like Shadwell, was bulky. However Jonson had wit while Shadwell’s a flatulent distension of the abdomen (tympany). Notice how the satiric punch does not leave out even physical proportions!

L187: pretence: Claim.

L189: tun: A large cask or barrel for wine or beer.

L190: kilderkin: Cask for liquids containing 16 or 18 gallons measure.

L198: anagram: Word or words formed by rearrangement of the letters of another word and often in comment upon it.

L200: acrostic: Poem in which the initial letters of each line spell a word and were cleverly written in lines which formed different shapes, such as wings or altars.

L206-7: In Shadwell’s The Viruoso, Bruce and Longville play this trick on Sir Formal Trifle.

L210-11: See The Second Book of Kings in the Bible II 1-15.

2.1.6 PARAPHRASE WITH CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Dryden imagines a situation where the aged king Flecknoe, monarch of “all the realms of nonsense” decides to ensure succession to his throne (This theme would be of great contemporary relevance in Dryden’s time). Among his numerous progeny he selects Shadwell as most worthy. This is because Shadwell resembles him the closest, and “never deviates into sense”. The extent of his inanity is presented in several ways through images of light and darkness and comparison of his actual corpulence and inertia with huge Oak trees. Notice carefully and you find a ring of Chaucer’s style of humour and satire in Dryden too. We understand that the qualities Flecknoe looks for in Shadwell are negative qualities in a human being, nonetheless, these very aspects are glorified. You will definitely find parallels here with Chaucer’s ‘extolling’ of the Wife of Bath (whom you have read) and other characters whose flaws/vices are censured not by criticism but by glorification! 

Flecknoe sees himself as a mere forerunner (L30 onwards) preparing the way for the grand arrival of Shadwell from the north (Norwich). Popular playwrights Heywood and Shirley were only replicas of the prototype Shadwell. On a glorious ceremonial occasion Shadwell, leading a host of minor musicians, had sung before the royal barge of the English king during a Thames river pageant. Flecknoe considers this a greater achievement than his own stint at the court of King John of Portugal. Lines 40-62 elaborate mockingly on the performance- at Shadwell’s desperate efforts to produce a semblance of rhythm and harmony by tapping his feet, waving hands while fingering a screeching lute. Aided by a crowd of similarly ungifted musicians, the final result is so unmusical and dull, that overcome with emotion, the father concludes that Shadwell alone is fit for the throne.

On the fringes of the walled city of London also known as Augusta where once stood a watchtower is now the haunt of prostitutes and brothel houses. Here existed a school for training of young actors and actresses. Dryden sneers at the rant, bombastic language and exaggerated mannerisms the players used to create an effect. This was the cradle of sub-standard actors, where great dramatists like Fletcher and Jonson could never be seen. Interestingly, Flecknoe deemed this as the most suitable platform or throne for Shadwell. It seems Dekker had foretold of such an event.

The following section (ll 92-129) is a description of the coronation in all its pomp and splendour. The tone is mocking of course but every step is faithfully presented. (You will see similar mock heroic effects later perfected by Alexander Pope in The Rape of the Lock) Crowds came from remote areas, (i.e countrified, unrefined dregs) from Watling Street and Bunhill Fields. (From the tone in which the multitudes are referred to, you can well make out the intense elitism that pervaded poetry of this period, and also understand at a later point, why the Romantic revolution came about in poetry). The Guard of Honour was presented by petty officers (Yeoman), unpaid stationers, and captained by Herringman- Shadwell’s real life publisher. The red carpet was a patch work cobbled from the works of Heywood and Shirley mutilated by Shadwell to construct his own dramas. Flecknoe appears in procession carried aloft on the chariot of his own dullness and Shadwell- aka Ascarius, the future hope of London, is seated on his right. Shadwell takes the oath of office- to uphold dullness and wage eternal war with good sense. Flecknoe anoints him. Instead of the customary orb and scepter that mark royal power, a tankard of beer and Love’s Kingdom is placed in his hands and he is crowned with a wreath of poppies. At this climactic moment twelve owls fly past him, signifying the fulfillment of a prophecy. The crowds cheer at these signs of future empire.  

In an outburst of prophetic frenzy Flecknoe blesses his dutiful son (ll 130- 166): that he may hold sway in space and time from Ireland to Barbados and even beyond; that his works will better his father’s in quantity and quality of meaninglessness. In the Prologue to his play Virtuoso, Shadwell had regretted the many defects in composition due to lack of time. May Shadwell continue to labour long and hard for such inane results. George Etherege created foolish characters and heroes which delighted audiences and reflected his cleverness. May the characters he creates be clones (dummies) of Shadwell, serving to expose his innate dullness. Sir Charles Sedley had written the Prologue to Epsom Wells.  Dryden hints perhaps he had helped Shadwell in the composition itself. Flecknoe advises Shadwell to rely on his innate lack of wit when creating the florid, bombastic speeches of Sir Formal (a character in Shadwell’s play) and not imitate anyone else as these dialogues come very naturally and effortlessly to him.

Flecknoe continues with another reference to Shadwell’s corpulence. Ben Jonson too had a large paunch. He warns Shadwell not to be swayed by friends who hail him as another Jonson, for similarity lies only in size and not in stature/ genius. He is a true son of his father in poor literary judgment, poor imitations of superior writers and in plagiary. These thefts however merely demonstrate the substantial worthiness of Etherege and Fletcher while scum- like Shadwell’s works float on the surface. (ll 167- 180)

The list of Shadwell’s assets continues. Whatever type of character he invents has a natural tilt towards dullness. His huge girth produces little sense. His poetry is weak and fails to move; his tragic plays are laughable and comedies boring and satires have no barb. Since fame will not come in writing poetry or plays, Flecknoe suggests Shadwell write lightweight trick verses (ACROSTICS) and sing them to himself. (ll 181- 204)

At this point Bruce and Longville (characters in a Shadwell play) pull Flecknoe down a trap door, and his cloak/ mantle borne aloft by the wind, alights on his son as a twofold blessing of longwinded emptiness.

2.1.7 DISCUSSION ON KEY ISSUES

We have gathered that Macflecknoe is intended to mock on or satirize Shadwell. All satire degrades- a person or a whole body- by evoking scorn, contempt and laughter. A satire can attack viciously or in a gentle manner using abuse or wit.  Frequently the author use one of two models. They either employ elevated address or high- flown comparison to describe a petty subject or deflate pomposity, self- importance and arrogance by belittling them. 

Dryden uses the first method in Macflecknoe treating the idea like an epic/ heroic poem in both form and style, only to ridicule Shadwell as trivial or unimportant. Like the Roman Emperor Augustus Caesar, the minor poet Flecknoe too is ruler of the great realm of Nonsense. Epic poetry concerns great actions or events anvolving legendary heroes and is usually of national importance. Homer’s Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid or our own Ramayana and Mahabharata are such poems. The characters are presented as larger than life often by adopting formulas and fixed epithets; tracing a global lineage; the supernatural and the marvelous is associated with them, and along with an elevated tone similies, long comparisons or descriptions, invocations are standard devices.

 Dryden uses the epic machinery with remarkable success. The introduction (Exordium) establishes the theme of ‘succession’, a matter of profound relevance to the contemporary British as well as Flecknoe. (This remark is a glance at the rumbles over royal succession elaborated in Absalom and Achitophel.) Shadwell is chosen amongst a large family as most ‘fit’ to ‘wage’ ‘immortal war’ on ‘wit’ or intelligence and till “death true dullness to maintain.”(Satan in Paradise Lost Book I vows to wage immortal war against God). Set passages feature in epics describing the valiant hero arming for battle or vast armies ranked behind his leadership. Milton for instance shows Satan as huge as Leviathan, his spear the tallest Norwegian pine, his shield the full Moon over Tuscany (Paradise Lost book i). Dryden jeers at Shadwell’s impressive physical size as flatulence and inertia of “thoughtless” i.e. lacking thought solemnly like “oaks”. While riff- raff congregate for Shadwell’s coronation; through soldiers or fallen angels numerous as fallen autumn leaves stand behind Aeneas and Lucifer. Supernatural happenings are often foretold where heroes are concerned. In this case twelve owls fly past Shadwell, a parody of the twelve vultures saluting Romulus.

Many such parallels can be found on a close reading of the text.

Satire thrives on allusions especially if they are contemporary and local. These references heighten mockery by contrasts and similarities. Public memory will recall the pageantry on land and river associated with the Restoration and chortle over the parallels Dryden draws in his poem. In the political war, Shadwell, a Whig ( i.e. opposed to royal politics) is exposed as dedicating his works to the Duke of Newcastle and to his son The Earl of Ogle, to seek patronage. References to plays running in London theatres, recently published poems, dramatis personae- their behavior, foibles and activities are liberally sprinkled through the lines adding to the bite of the lampoon. The given notes support this claim.

Dryden’s skill in the heroic couplet is evident in this poem. It rises to a grand style as required by an epic but the balanced epithets and the rhythms of common speech permits the deadly scorn to blaze through. Though no real epic simile is to be found, we can spot images a plenty. Shadwell is presented in terms of less and more- ‘beams’ of light to ‘fogs’ and ‘night’, ‘floats’ and ‘sinks’, the fishes clustering for the ‘breakfast toast’ and finally the bathos of the coronation scene. Of his satires Dryden says “It is not bloody, but it is ridiculous enough. I avoided the mention of great crimes, --- representing blind sides and little extravagances. Sadly Macflecknoe does lapse occasionally into coarseness and personal spite.

The position of Dryden in English literature is unquestioned. He made notable contribution in prose, poetry and drama- as a literary critic and as a satirist. In place of slipshod and loose blank verse he substituted the discipline of the heroic couplet as the Metre for all poetry for a whole century, and turned satire into a poetic form.  

2.1.8. SUMMING UP 

In this Unit you have learnt about: 

·The predominant satiric modes of the Restoration period. 

·The art of transcreating literary battles into abiding works of satire. 

·The Neo-classical trends prevalent in the literature of the times, and how it became a medium of reflecting upon social mores. 

·In comparison with literatures of other periods, you will also have noticed the remarkable absence of commoners from the elitist poetry of the times. In contrast, the foppery of the upper classes is a visible feature.   

2.1.9. COMPREHENSION EXERCISES 

Long Answer Types (20 marks) 

1. What in your opinion are the merits of Macflecknoe as a verse satire filled with ample doses of humour and geniality? 

2. What picture of the contemporary literary scene does Macflecknoe present? 

3. Macflecknoe is a “stinging, destructive personal lampoon”. Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer, with a close analysis of the text. 

4. Discuss with suitable references to Macflecknoe, the distinctive features of Dryden’s political satire. 

5. What portrait of Flecknoe can you deduce from this poem? Give examples in support of your reading.

Medium Length Answers (12 marks) 

1. Comment on Dryden’s presentation of Shadwell in Macflecknoe. 

2. ‘Abuse enlivened by humour” - is this an apt way of looking at Macflecknoe? 

3. How would you relate the occasion of the poem Macflecknoe to its textual context. Discuss relevant portions of the text to substantiate your views. 

4. Discuss with reference to any two figures in the poem, how characterisation is an important aspect of Dryden’s satiric art in Macflecknoe. 

5. How many voices do you hear in this poem? How did you identify them? Explain the presence of each clearly. 

Short Answer Types (6 marks) 

1. Mention and analyse the significance of Dryden’s reference to any two contemporary literary works in his long poem Macflecknoe. 

2. Show with any two examples, the relevance of the use of classical allusions in Macflecknoe. 

3. What is the significance of the title of this long poem? 

4. Analyse and comment with reference to any two sections, the mastery of Dryden’s handling of the heroic couplet in Macflecknoe. 

5. What glimpses of the supernatural do you find in Dryden’s Macflecknoe? 

2.1.10. SUGGESTED ACTIVITY 
Read the poem thoroughly and recreate from Dryden’s description, a picture of London of his times. Now read William Blake’s poem ‘London’ and formulate a similar picture of the city. See for yourselves how different the conditions of life, the focus of attention, the cultural mores were from one age to another. Your counsellor will help you in this activity. 

2.1.11. READING LIST 

Butt,,J. : The Augustan Age (1952)

Collin J C.(Ed): The Satires of Dryden
Davison,D:  Dryden (Literature in Perspective Series)

Dobree,B: John Dryden
Doren, Mark Van: The Poetry of John Dryden
Eliot,T.S: Homage to John Dryden
Frye,B.J.(Ed): John Dryden: Mac Flecknoe (A Merrill Literary Casebook, 1970)

Grover, Madhu. John Dryden: Mac Flecknoe. (Worldview Critical Editions)

 Hales,J W: Dryden’s Mac Flecknoe
Hamilton K.G : John Dryden, and the Poetry of Statement (1969)

Jack,Ian: Augustan Satire (1952)

King,Bruce(Ed): Dryden’s Mind and Art (1969)

Kingsley,James and Helen (Eds.) Dryden: The Critical Heritage (1971)

Miner,Earl: Dryden’s Poetry (1967)

Moore, F.H. : The Nobler Pleasure: Dryden’s Comedy in Theory and Practice (1963)

Oden, Richard L. Dryden and Shadwell, The Literary Controversy and ‘Mac Flecknoe’
Schilling, B.N.(Ed.): Dryden: A Collection of Critical Essays.

