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Poems About Poetry – Final Part I.

“The Prologue” –Anne Bradstreet

“A little Learning is a dang’rous Thing” –Alexander Pope

Decidedly, to write and share poetry is to open oneself up to criticism. Yet, when poets introvert their voices to discuss themselves and their art in a very personal manner, a degree of how they perceive themselves and what they consider art—is truly revealed. Poems about poetry seem to be a clichéd topic that is loved by the academia that reads them, as well as the poets that write them. These poems are often found in the repertoire of famous poets—upon reaching a certain level of fame, it seems almost obligatory to discuss one’s work in poetic form. In such terms, Anne Bradstreet and Alexander Pope are fine examples of poets obsessed with poetry. Bradstreet requests admittance in “The Prologue” to a level of poetic recognition not granted to women in her day. Pope on the other hand backlashes against such a request—his poem “A little Learning is a dang’rous Thing,” from An Essay on Criticism, can be seen as an argument for poetry to be an exclusive art, deniable to “lesser” poets, of which category, at the time, women would fit into. The juxtaposition of these two poems seems almost inevitable; Pope seems to directly deny the requests of Bradstreet as if she had asked him herself.

This attitude lends insight into Pope as a person—while never speaking in the first person, the position that he takes is blatant. “In fearless Youth we tempt the Heights of Arts” (6), Pope explains, “While from the bounded Level of our Mind, \ Short Views we take, nor see the Lengths behind” (7-8). Using extended metaphors to further his point, Pope employs various natural symbols. Pope employs mountains and hills as his main metaphorical theme, treating the pathetic poet as a climber struggling for the summit, unable to fully recognize the mountain in its entirety. The statement “A little Learning is a dang’rous Thing” (1), is a warning to young enthusiasts of poetry; but to give credit where it is due, Pope explicates that it is not entirely impossible to “taste […] the Pierian Spring” (2) of the muses. Pope’s message is one of caution—to properly ascend to greatness, the aspiring poet must not become caught up in the whirlwind following of Petrarch’s Laura or to misconceive what constitutes real or worthwhile art. Interestingly enough, Pope refers to poetry as a “Science” (10), something that draws upon the concept of science being exacting and precise. As Pope considers it, writing quality poetry is not easily attainable to most. It can be ascertained that the “most” are young and aspiring, but considering the day and age in which Pope is writing, it can be assumed to also allow for anyone, woman and minorities alike, that do not fit into the stereotype of white, male and privileged.

Bradstreet’s tone rebukes Pope’s requirements for poetic excellence, as she requests at the very least an audience, if not acceptance as a poet in her own right. Raised and living with a sense of failure based on her sex, her self-deprecating attitude is a product of a society in which “Men can do best, and women know it well. \ Preeminence in all and each is yours” (40-41).  Succeeding as the first published poet of the American colonies, and a woman at that, she was denied many of the benefits of authorship available to men at the time. Although Bradstreet died sixteen years before Pope was born, poetry as an art was still exclusive, and Pope’s attitude was not unique to poets of the time. Explaining that she is considered “obnoxious to each carping tongue \ Who says my hand a needle better fits” (25-26),  Bradstreet’s attitude is to be expected—yet she requests “real” poets to “grant some small acknowledgment of ours” (42), in reference to the writings of women. Perhaps the “little Learning” that Pope speaks of, can be considered a direct attack on the informal education of women such as Bradstreet, although by no means a criticism meant to reform the educational facilities available to women, but instead a continued desire for the repression of women in the fine arts.

Although of diametrically opposing ideologies, Bradstreet and Pope do employ similar technique based upon the era they coexist in. As Puritan and Neo-classicist, respectively, Bradstreet and Pope do not belong to the same literary period, but these periods are based more upon subject matter than style. Bradstreet often wrote of simplistic themes with religious undertones and a strong, solid style built upon a life in the harsh New England clime of early colonization. Pope meanwhile belonged to a group of artists intent on relearning the Greco-Roman classics and subsequently, the rejection and mockery of the classics. Exemplary of the breadth of her ability, “The Prologue” is rather Neo-classical in nature, although Bradstreet would not be regarded as a member of the Neo-classical movement. Isolating these poems from the rest of Bradstreet and Pope’s works, reference for reference, Bradstreet invokes a wider range of various classical themes, such as the bay wreath (46), Demosthenes, the Greek orator (19) and the muses in comparison to Pope.

However, both poets rhyme in iambic pentameter; Bradstreet employs stanzas formed by a quatrain of rhyme scheme abab followed by a heroic couplet of cc while Pope makes use solely of heroic couplets. Mythological references in regards to the nine Muses are used in both poems. Bradstreet’s first book of poems, prefaced by “The Prologue,” is titled by her brother-in-law as The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America, another invocation to the Muses. Not so bold as to consider herself the “tenth muse,” Bradstreet argues that she was not given so much poetic skill as Guillame du Bartas (7-12) and would not even think to go so far as to be on par with the Muses.

Her main argument for women’s right to write poetry is based on Calliope, the muse of heroic poetry “Else of our sex, why feigned they those nine \ And poesy made Calliope's own child” (32-33). Interestingly enough, both poems are “heroic” in regards to meter structure and Pope’s is also thematically heroic. The ascension of the mountain that is poetry, mentioned earlier in regards to “A little Learning is a dang’rous Thing,” is also somewhat apparent in “The Prologue.” Bradstreet’s sense of poetry parallels Pope’s in that she recognizes that good poetry must be advanced, “If what I do prove well, it won't advance, \ They'll say it's stol'n, or else it was by chance” (29-30). Her dilemma is problematic in the fact that her poetry is not a “shallow Draught” (3) of Pope—instead, she must overcome the mountains of opposition to the notion that women can create meaningful, well-written poetry.

To a be a female poet in the day and age of Bradstreet and Pope was almost out of the question, “The Prologue” acts as an rebuking example to the response of disbelief of the late 17th century that indeed there could be a successful woman poet. While Pope’s poetic issue was that of amateur practitioners of poetry, Bradstreet was struggling to find acceptance in a male dominated art. In their poems “The Prologue” and “A little Learning is a dang’rous Thing,” Bradstreet and Pope expose themselves in such a way that only poetry could provide. Discussing poetry through the medium of poems, they attack crucial points that would otherwise go unheard. Bradstreet becomes Sappho-like as she stands up for the rightful place of women in poetry. Pope, less hopeful or enthusiastic about other poets, can be seen as a foil to Bradstreet’s determination—while he does admit that there is the potential for success at the top of a laborious climb, he does not make it easy nor fair to the amateur poet to stand upon the pinnacle of Mount Olympus.
