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ABSTRACT 

STYLISTIC MAJESTY IN DRYDEN*S RELIGIO LAICI 

by 

Olin Joynton 

In the Preface to Religio Laici Dryden announces his 

intention to write a poem in which majesty (traditionally an 

element of the high style) is combined with plainness and 

naturalness (traditionally elements of the low style). 

Though various shifts occur in Dryden*s conception of 

stylistic majesty over a thirty-year period, it is possible 

to identify a set of aspects which are most central to his 

conception and then examine the poem for its inclusion or 

exclusion of these central aspects. As might be expected, 

Religio Laici is only unevenly and partially majestic by 

the lights of this procedure, and this shortcoming may be 

traced to the inherent difficulties of attempting to join 

elements of the high and low styles. 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

My thanks are due first to Professor W.B. Piper, 

who sparked by initial interest in Augustan poetry and who 

has provided encouragement and insight ever since. To 

Professors S. Baker and M. Kulstad I tender my appreciation 

for helping to make the oral examination an instructive 

experience. 

My greatest debt of gratitude is to my spouse, 

Professor S.L. Clark, who has proven steadfast once again 

through her typing skills, moral support, and literary 

acumen. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Chapter I: introduction 1 

Chapter II: Stylistic Majesty: The Development 
of the Concept in Dryden's Thought 5 

Chapter III: Stylistic Majesty in Religio Laici 37 

Chapter IV: Conclusion 74 

Notes: Chapter I 76 

Chapter II 77 

Chapter III 80 



CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION 

Dryden concludes the Preface to Reliqio Laid with 

a rather defensive remark on its style: 

If any one be so lamentable a Critique as to 

require the Smoothness, the Numbers, and the 

Turn of Heroick Poetry in this Poemj I must 

tell him, that if he has not read Horace. I 

have studied him, and hope that the style of 

his Epistles is not ill imitated here.'*' 

He concludes the poem itself with a similar apology: 

And this unpolish'd, rugged Verse, I choose 
As fittest for Discourse, and nearest Prose. 

(11. 453-454) 

One might dismiss these statements as mere examples of 

Dryden's bad habit of making pro forma professions of false 

modesty, which are generally calculated to disarm the 

reader and make him receptive to the work at hand. However, 

an interesting set of stylistic problems for the didactic 

poet would thereby be overlooked, and Dryden's response 

to these problems would go unnoticed. 

At its worst, didactic poetry is an awkward and 

unsatisfactory combination of worthwhile points obscured 

by poetic figures and poetic figures compromised by the 

necessity of making worthwhile points. Even Horace, 

Dryden's exemplar, is vulnerable to criticism for working 
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with an inherently unwieldy form; of the Epistles, O.A.W. 

Dilke writes: 

Clearly, the verse letter never established 

itself as a major genre. On one hand, it could 

not compare with the lofty style of the lyric, 

even though its length and subject-matter were 

often similar. On the other hand, the skilled 

composer had to avoid being excessively prosaic, 

and hence to avoid features too typical of the 

3 
prose letter. 

In responding to these difficulties, however, Dryden does 

more than merely apologize for his "rugged Verse." Instead, 

he continues his Preface by making a distinction between 

certain poetic qualities which further the aims of the 

didactic poet and others which hinder those aims: 

The Expressions of a Poem, design'd purely for 

Instruction, ought to be Plain and Natural, 

and yet Majestic: for here the Poet is pre¬ 

sumed to be a kind of Lawgiver, and these three 

qualities which I have named are proper to the 

Legislative style. The Florid, Elevated, and 

Figurative way is for the passions; for Love 

and Hatred, Fear and Anger, are begotten by the 

Soul by shewing them what they naturally are. 

A Man is to be cheated into Passion, but 
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4 
reason'd into Truth. 

This passage is remarkable for its curious division of 

stylistic qualities into two groups, comprising the legis¬ 

lative and (what I shall call) the affective styles, which 

Cicero used to distinguish three separate styles, the low, 

the middle, and the high. In Orator 75-99, Cicero assigns 

to the low style of oratory qualities like restraint, plain¬ 

ness, lack of ornamentation and embellishment, looseness 

of construction, and clarity, from all of which the speaker 

derives a kind of artless vigor and natural elegance for 

his presentation. Oratory of the middle style attains a 

charming character through the liberal use of florid 

metaphors and other figures of speech, yet the speaker is 

careful not to allow his employment of richer and more 

brilliant language disturb the calm and temperate atmosphere 

of his presentation. The grandeur and elevation to which an 

orator of the high style aspires can only be realized when 

a kind of inspired frenzy, affecting speaker and audience 

alike, is produced by means of fiery delivery and intemperate 

ornamentation. Now Dryden's legislative style is a hybrid 

of two qualities from Cicero's low style (plainness and 

naturalness) and one from Cicero's high style (majesty), 

while his affective style is a hybrid of two qualities from 

Cicero's middle style (floridness and figurativeness) and 

one from Cicero's high style (elevation). It is thus central 
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to the analysis of Reliqio Laici to examine the manner in 

which Dryden attempts to impart stylistic majesty to a 

poem whose other qualities place it in the low style, and to 

ask whether he succeeded in doing so. 

There is reason to believe that, at least in his own 

estimation, Dryden did not succeed in avoiding the awkward¬ 

ness of this experimental form which has already been pointed 

to in connection with Horace's verse epistles. A survey of 

his critical opinions on stylistic majesty, with which the 

present inquiry begins, shows that after Reliqio Laici he 

took the more conservative course of allyinq majesty with 

the conventions of Virgil's epic and Pindar's odes, which 

are clearly of the high style. Of his contemporaries, Dryden 

found Spenser, Milton, Denham, and Cowley to excell in the 

attainment of stylistic majesty, and none of these poets is 

particularly noted for writing in the low style. But 

Dryden*s uneasiness with, and apparent abandonment of, the 

hybrid legislative style should not cause us to overlook 

those points in Reliqio Laici where the verse does shine 

forth with a grandeur and gravity that genuinely elucidate 

the sense. These passages are discussed in the second half 

of the present essay with the aim of lending balance to our 

eventual assessment of Dryden's stylistic enterprise in the 

poem 



CHAPTER II: 

STYLISTIC MAJESTY: 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCEPT IN DRYDEN'S THOUGHT 

To appreciate the comparative novelty of Dryden's 

association of stylistic majesty with elements of the low 

style in Reliqio Laici. it is necessary to trace his use 

of the concept through the thirty-year span of his remark¬ 

able career as a critic. Rather than building by gradual 

accretion a single concept of stylistic majesty which 

stands in finished form at the end of his career, Dryden 

shows the flexibility for which he is famous by applying 

the term in a diversity of contexts and in a successively 

more conservative way. As Robert D. Hume points out: 

To look for a tidy pattern in Dryden's 

criticism is ultimately pointless. He 

never tried to work out a formal aesthetic, 

and his comments on the practice of criticism 

amount to no more than some scattered common¬ 

places.^ 

What is true of Dryden's criticism as a whole is equally 

true of his opinions on stylistic majesty. 

A. "An Essay of Dramatic Poesy" (1668) 

The first recorded use of the concept occurs in 

“An Essay of Dramatic Poesy" (written sometime between 
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1665 and 1667 and published in 1668), which consists of 

three dialogues on ancient vs. modern poetry, French vs. 

English drama, and rhymed vs. blank verse in English 

tragedy, respectively. This work is generally held to be 

a vindication of the English stage, which in a sense had 

to begin anew after the Restoration and the re-opening of 

the theaters, though it has not the least touch of vindic¬ 

tiveness. Instead, its striking tone of fair-mindedness 

may be observed from an early speech of Eugenius, a primary 

participant in the first dialogue: 

... there is no man more ready to adore those 

great Greeks and Romans than I am: but, on 

the other side, I cannot think so contemptibly 

of the age in which I live, or so dishonorably 

of my own country, as not to judge we equal 

the ancients in most kinds of poesy, and in 

2 
some surpass them. 

As proof of his convictions, Eugenius cites four modern 

ports : 

...the Greek and Roman poets...can produce 

nothing so courtly writ, or which expresses 

so much the conversation of a gentleman, as 

Sir John Suckling; nothing so even, sweet, 

and flowing,as Mr. Waller; nothing so 

majestic, so correct, as Sir. John Denham; 
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nothing so elevated, so copious, and full of 

3 
spirit, as Mr. Cowley. 

Dryden more clearly allies himself with the opinions of 

Eugenius than with those of anyone else in the dialogues, 

noting later that he "seemed to have the better of the 

argument" than his opponent, Crites, who prefers classical 

poetry. The majesty attributed to Denham's verse here 

must certainly be founded upon the four lines of "Cooper's 

Hill" (1642) upon which Denham's reputation as a poet 

rests: 

Oh could I flow like thee ^the Thamess/ and make 
thy stream 

My great example, as it is my themet 
Though deep, yet clear, though gentle, yet not dull, 
Strong without rage, without ore-flowing full. 

In addition to their general reputation in Dryden*s time as 

a model for heroic-couplet verse, these lines provoke an 

appreciative response from Dryden in the "Dedication" to 

his translation of the Aeneis (1697), where he comments 

upon their "sweetness." In the Aeneis itself, Dryden 

applies the term "majesty" and its derivatives freely to 

motion, most successfully to the river-like motion of 

marching armies. Of the Trojan forces he writes: 

Silent they move, majestically slow, 
Like ebbing Nile, or Ganges in his flow. . 

(IX, 35) 

These lines show the continued influence of that sense of 

stylistic majesty which Denham renders concrete in his 

apostrophe to the Thames. The idea of leisurely yet force- 



8 

fui motion as majestic is one which Dryden also extends in 

the "Dedication" of the Aeneis. from the rhythms of rivers 

and armies to the act of reading epic poetry, a genre which 

Dryden considers as pre-eminently majestic. Comparing the 

experiences of viewing a dramatic production and reading 

an epic poem, Dryden requires a clear style for drama in 

order that everything may be comprehended by the audience 

within the relatively short duration of the performance: 
5 

"A poet cannot speak too plainly upon the stage." However, 

an epic poet may be permitted a certain amount of obscurity 

if it contributes to the loftiness of his creation, for 
g 

"what we read alone, we have the leisure to digest." Here 

we may note how, fifteen years after Religio Laici. Dryden*s 

concept of stylistic majesty has changed to the point of his 

setting it against plainness. 

B. Religio Laici (1682) 

The next known reference to stylistic majesty in 

Dryden*s works occurs in Religio Laici (1682), where he 

employs the concept not only in the Preface (cited above) 

but also twice in the text of the poem. In the first and 

more important case, the moral injunctions of the Bible, 

because of their imperative urgency, are said to be grounds 

for ascribing stylistic majesty to the Bible: 
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Then for the Style: Majestick and Divine. 
It speaks no less than God in every Line: 
Commanding words : whose Force is still the same 
As the first Fiat that produc'd our Frame 

(11. 152-155) 

In this section of the poem Dryden compiles evidence for 

the supernatural origins of the Bible, and he attributes 

majesty to the Bible as a way of emphasizing its raw, 

supernatural power. This power is directed against our 

"Lusts" and "Interests," which have a natural strength 

easy to underestimate; and Dryden's claim is that 1) 

the Bible is the only religious document which adequately 

opposes those human inclinations, and 2) the fact that it 

does so proves its transcendent, non-human origin. Nothing 

of the sweetness and correctness which he associates with 

majesty in Denham's poetry dilutes the naked force of the 

Biblical moral economy: these gentle and diminutive 

qualities are swet aside by the imagery of supernatural 

fortitude: 

This only Doctrine does our Lusts oppose: 
Unfed by Natures Soil, in which it grows; 
Cross to our Interests, curbing Sense, and Sin; 
Oppress'd without, and undermin'd within 
It thrives through pain; its own Tormentours tires; 
And with a stubborn patience still aspires. 

(11. 158-163) 

The background for this application of stylistic majesty 

may be traced first to the King James version of the Bible, 

for Dryden is fond of punning ascriptions of majesty to 

7 
personages who are in fact royal. In the epistles from 

the translators to the reader in the Authorized Version, 
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mention is made of the perspicuity, gravity, and majesty of 

the Hebrew texts from which the Septuagint translated the 

Old Testament into Greek, qualities which the translators 

of the Authorized Version deem comparatively absent from 

the work of the Seventy and which they are thus likely to 
0 

place into the Authorized Version whenever possible. If 

we may take the translators appreciation of "perspecuity" 

as roughly equivalent to Dryden's aspirations after a 

plain and natural style in Religio Laici, we may find in 

the Authorized Version a precedent for Dryden's combination 

of these qualities with stylistic majesty. 

A second and more proximate precedent for the 

application of stylistic majesty to the Bible occurs in 

Milton's Paradise Regained (1671), again in combination with 

the application of a quality of the low style. In Book IV 

Satan invites Christ to "Be famous then / by wisdom" (11. 

221-222), recalling the tempting array of Greek and Roman 

philosophical and literary testaments to the depth of human 
9 

understanding. Christ responds with a wholesale subjugation 

of classical thought in preference for the divine wisdom 

of the Hebrew prophets: 

Their orators thou then extolls't, as those 
The top of eloquence, statists indeed, 
And lovers of their country, as may seem; 
But herein to our prophets far beneath, 
As men divinely taught, and better teaching 
The solid rules of civil government 
In their majestic unaffected style 
Than all the oratory of Greece and Rome". 
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In them is plainest taught, and easiest learnt, 
What makes a nation happy, and keeps it so 

(11. 353-362) 

Christ's preference for the "majestic unaffected style" 

of the Bible is not just a matter of literary tastç. In¬ 

stead, the conflict between Satan's increasingly intemperate 

rhetoric and Christ's increasingly more straightforward 

replies takes on moral and spiritual dimensions of the 

first order. While Satan's deceitfulness lurks behind his 

beguilingly smooth conceits, Christ's truthfulness radiates 

forth from his simple expressions of unadorned wisdom. 

Dryden takes the same moral stance on stylistic distinctions 

in the Preface to Religio Laici, condemning the affective 

style because it cheats men into passion, and praising the 

legislative style for the way it reasons men into truth.^ 

To speak more broadly of Milton's influence upon 

Dryden in matters pertaining to stylistic majesty, we must 

refer to the latter's short tribute to the former (1688): 

Three Poets, in three distant Ages born, 
Greece, Iraly, and England did adorn. 
The First in loftiness of Thought surpass'd, 
The Next in Majesty; and in both the Last. 
The force of Nature cou'd no farther goe: 
To make a Third she joyned the former two. 

These lines appear under a portrait of Milton in the fourth 

edition of Paradise Lost, published by Jacob Tonson (who 

was also Dryden's publisher).^ Six years after Religio 

Laici. Dryden has come to attribute stylistic majesty in its 

pre-eminent form to epic poetry like that of Virgil and 
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Milton, which is typical of his later views on the subject: 

indeed, he has come to oppose almost totally the early views 

of Eugenius, who found Denham's verse so much more majestic 

than that of any classical poet. The only fact which now 

aligns Dryden with Eugenius is that Milton is a modern 

English poet, though his modernity is greatly attenuated by 

his rejecting of the "modern bondage of Riming" (Preface to 

Paradise Lost) and his return to the blank verse of Homer 

and Virgil as most suitable for heroic poetry. Another 

deviation from the position of Religio Laici in these lines 

on Milton is that Homeric loftiness (in thought) is now seen 

as compatibly joined with majesty in Milton's poetry, whereas 

elevation was formerly an aspect of the affective style and 

thus opposed to majesty as an aspect of the legislative style. 

While on the subject of Milton, we must not overlook 

"The State of Innocence and Fall of Man" (1673), Dryden's 

much-derided transmutation of Paradise Lost into an heroic- 

couplet opera. In the Preface, Dryden pronounces Paradise 

Lost to be "undoubtedly one of the greatest, most noble, 

and most sublime poems, which either this age or this nation 

has produced" and goes on to defend the boldness of its 

imagery, hyperbole, and figurative language as aspects of 

12 
poetic license. The sense of stylistic majesty is again 

quite different from that proposed in Religio Laici: 

No man will disagree from another's judgment 

concerning the dignity of style in heroic 
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poetry; but all reasonable men will conclude 

it necessary, that sublime objects ought to 

be adorned with the sublimest, and consequently 

13 often, with the most figurative expressions. 

But the "sublime objects" in Religio Laici — God, Truth, 

Reason, Goodness — are there the occasion for Dryden's 

renunciation of figurative language. To conclude, Milton's 

contribution to the unadorned concept of stylistic majesty 

in Religio Laici must be viewed as limited to his apprecia¬ 

tions of the "majestic unaffected style" of the Bible. 

In addition to the ascription of majesty to the Bible, 

there is in Religio Laici an application of the term to the 

patristic traditions. This application occurs in the section 

of the poem (11. 316-355) where Dryden considers the question 

of how dark and ohscure passages in the Bible may properly 

be interpreted: as an example, he gives the widely diverging 

opinions on the divinity of Christ. His initial response 

to this question challenges the necessity of settling, or 

even considering, such learned disputes: 

...many have been sav'd, and many may, 
Who never heard this Question brought in play. 
Th' unletter'd Christian, who believes in gross 
Plods on to Heaven: and ne'er is at a loss. 

(11. 320-323) 

But for the more sophisticated, traditional treatments of 

difficult questions of exegesis do have a value: 

Not that Traditions parts are useless here: 
When general, odd, disinteress'd, and clear, 
That Ancient Fathers thus expound the Page, 
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Gives Truth the reverend Majesty of Age: 
Confirms its force, by biding every Test: 
For best Authority's next Rules are best. 
And still the nearer to the Spring we go 
More limpid, more unsoyl'd the Waters flow. 

(11. 334-341) 

This passage harks back to the ascription of majesty to the 

Bible in its mention of the persevering force of divine 

truth against considerable odds and in virtue of the fact 

that the traditions in question are those arising from the 

sincere effort to determine the meaning of the Biblical text 

("the Page"). In light of Dryden's concern for ancient vs. 

modern expressions of stylistic majesty, the present identi¬ 

fication of majesty with antiqui.ty is noteworthy to the 

extent of its being another deviation from the position of 

Eugenius in the "Essay of Dramatic Poesy." However, as the 

final couplet of this passage shows, it is not just antiquity 

as such that Dryden esteems as majestic: it is antiquity 

as a sign of clarity and purity, exemplified once again by 

Denhamian flowing water. These latter qualities — clarity 

and purity — are of cardinal thematic significance in 

Religio Laici. The main point of the poem is that doubts 

and obscurities over religious questions need not detain us 

from achieving Religious ends: 

•Tis some Relief, that points not clearly known, 
Without much hazard may be let alone. 

(11. 443-444) 

Insofar as the venerable patristic traditions accommodate 

the layman's demand for ingenuous renderings of religious 



15 

truth, Dryden revers them as majestic. To see the sense of 

this claim, consider that in being decisive and authorita¬ 

tive, they take on what might be called royal virtues. 

C. "To the Earl of Roscomon" (1684) 

Wentworth Dillon, the Fourth Earl of Roscomon, and 

a friend of Dryden, produced in 1684 his "Essay on Trans¬ 

lated Verse," which prompted in the same year Dryden*s next 

published comment on stylistic majesty in his appreciative 

poem, "To the Earl of Roscomon." Roscomon was a great 

admirer and translator of Horace, Dryden*s example for style 

in Religio Laici, and his "Essay" begins with a couplet 

proclaiming: 

Happy that Author whose correct Essay 
Repairs so well our Old Horatian way. ,„ 
   TTi. 1-2)14 

Roscomon then proceeds to remark upon sundry topics that bear 

upon the art of translation: the comparative virtues of 

French translations (courtly, florid, copious, soft-sounding) 

and English translations (energetic, witty, strong, succinct), 

the necessity of choosing a poet to translate with whom one 

feels a personal affinity, and the ways in which pride, 

indecency, and pedantry can spoil translations. Chiefly 

relevant for Dryden*s comment on stylistic majesty are 

Roscomon*s lines on rhyme: 
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Of many faults Rhyme is perhaps the Cause; 
To strict in Ehyme, we slight more useful Laws; 
For that in Greece or Rome was never Known. 
Till by Barbarian Deluges o*reflown, 
Subdu1d. Undone. They did at last Obey 
And change their Own for their Invaders way. 
I grant that from some Mossie Idol Oak 
In Double Rhymes our Thor and Woden Spoke 
And by Succession of unlearned Times 
As Bards began, so Monks Rung on the Chimes 

(11.3-12)15 

These claims are rendered by Dryden immediately after his 

brief review of Egyptian, Greek, and Roman poetry; 

•Till barb'rous Nations, and more barb'rous Times 
Debased the majesty of Verse to Rhymes; 
Those rude at first; a kind of hobbling Prose; 
That limp'd along, and tinckl'd in the close; 
But Italy reviving from the trance, 
Of Vandal. Goth. and Monkish irgnorance 
With pauses, cadence, and well vowell'd Words, 
And all the Graces a good Ear affords, 
Made Rhyme an Art: and Dante's polished page 
Restor'd a silver, not a golden Age: 
Then Petrarch follow'd, and in him we see, 
What Rhyme unprov'd to all its height can be 
At best a pleasing Sound, and fair barbarity: 
The French pursu'd their steps; and Brittain, last 
In Manly sweetness all the rest surpass'd. 
The Wit of Greece, the Gravity of Rome 
Appear exalted in the Brittish Loome; 
The Muses Empire is restor'd agen, 
In Charles his Reign, and by Roscomon's Pen. , 

rrrrn-29)±b 

Here we see Dryden at his synchophantic worst in his place¬ 

ment of Roscomon at the pinnacle of post-classical prosodic 

refinement. Both Roscomon and Dryden express displeasure 

towards the fashion of rhymed verse and fondly recall the 

golden age of Greek and Roman poetry which, to Dryden's mind, 

possesses an evident majesty. For Dryden, however, the ad¬ 

vent of rhymed verse proves to be a kind of felix culpa: 
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the crudities of its barbarian practitioners provide some¬ 

thing on which to improve for later generations of Italian, 

French, and British poets until, finally, redemption has 

taken place and "the Muses Empire is restor'd agen." In 

all arguments employing the notion of the felix culpa, the 

question arises of whether the initial, pristine state of 

innocence is to be preferred to the state of redemption that 

can occur only after perfection has been violated and past 

sins are remedied. Dryden does not give a straightforward 

answer to this question. When he says that British poet's 

"all the rest surpass'd," he might be taken to include the 

Greek and Roman poets, were it not for the fact that, 

regarding Petrarch, he says that rhyme can be no more than 

"a pleasing sound, and fair barbarity." Yet he does say 

that Grecian wit and Roman gravity (a term closely allied 

with majesty) "appear exalted in the Brittish Loome," 

indicating his preference for British poetry but praising 

it only for the qualities that it has derived from the 

golden age. This is simply one of those typical passages 

in which Dryden will have it both ways at the price of 

consistency. 

In attributing "manly sweetness" to modern British 

verse, Dryden echoes his earlier judgment of Denham's 

poetry; that it excells in majesty and sweetness. He may 

well have been moved to do so by Roscomon's use of terms 

that recall Denham's apostrophe to the Thames ("Oh could I 
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flow like thee") and admiration for its restrained magni¬ 

ficence ("without ore-flowing full"). Of the transition to 

rhymed verse, Roscomon presents the image of classical poetic 

virtues "by Barbarian Deluges oreflown." This image of over¬ 

whelming and indiscriminate force as something which de¬ 

tracts from majesty is further evidence for the comparative¬ 

ly novel sense of stylistic majesty in Religio Laici. where 

the Bible is said to be stylistically majestic because of 

its sheer and unbounded supernatural power. The Bible is 

thus majestic in a more classical sense because Cicero 

associates the high style with a lack of restraint, whereas 

Dryden's conjunction of sweetness and majesty as the virtues 

of modern British poetry suggests a comingling of qualities 

from the high and middle styles, the latter of which is 

outstanding for its sweet charm. In this conjunction, then, 

we may observe a progression from Religio Laici. where 

Dryden's professed aim is to combine majesty with elements 

of the low style (in spite of the high style sense in which 

it is applied to the Bible) to "To the Earl of Roscomon," 

where majesty is combined with an element of the middle 

style. Interpolating from this trend, we may expect him 

eventually to return majesty to the high style, which is 

exactly what he does in the decade to come. 

Another point of comparison between "To the Earl 

of Roscomon" and Religio Laici concerns the connection 

between inferior verse and prose. We may recall that Dryden 
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acknowledges the lack of “the Smoothness, the Numbers, and 

the Turn of Heroik Poetry" in Religio Laici. but he defends 

himself against this self-reproach in terms that call forth 

the ultimate purpose of the legislative style: 

Thus I have made my own Opinions clear: 
Yet neither praise expect, nor Censure fear: 
And this unpolish'd, rugged Verse, I choose: 
As fittest for Discourse, and nearest Prose: 
For, while from Sacred Truth I do not swerve, 
Tom Sternbald's. or Tom Shadwell's Rhimes will serve. 

(11. 451-456) 

Here Dryden apparently finds no contradiction between 

stylistic majesty on one hand and poor rhymes and rugged 

meter on the other. Yet in "To the Earl of Roscomon" he 

asserts that the “rude" rhymes of the barbarians "debas'd 

the majesty of Verse" and lowered it to "a kind of hobbling 

Prose." This latter opinion again shows Dryden's orientation 

to a more traditional conception of stylistic majesty than 

exists in Religio Laici. 

D. Preface to Albion and Albanius. An Opera (1685) 

Dryden begins his Preface to Albion and Albanius 

by posing the special problem of how wit, defined as "a 

17 
propriety of thoughts and words," can be found in an 

opera in which supernatural beings perform deeds which far 

surpass what is humanly possible. Though one miqht auto¬ 

matically judge that extravagance of this kind would have to 
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undermine all sense of propriety, Dryden claims that pro¬ 

priety may be observed by having the gods perform according 

to "their peculiar provinces... and peculiar characters." 

Because classical mythology assigns separate functions to 

separate deities, each god must be confined to his or her 

own proper sphere. Propriety may also be observed in their 

speech; 

If the persons represented were to speak 

upon the stage, it would follow, of 

necessity, that the expressions should be 

18 
lofty, figurative, and majestical. 

Here stylistic majesty is conjoined with precisely those 

qualities from which it is disjoined in Religio Laici. This 

difference is not just due to the fact that Religio Laici 

is regulated by the poet's powerful legislative aim; for 

opera, in Dryden*s view, must both please and teach. In 

what follows this passage, Dryden distinguishes between these 

two desired effects in such a way that loftiness and majesty 

are allied with the didactic and figurativeness is allied 

with the pleasurable. With the lofty and majestic elements 

of opera Dryden associates "loftiness in sound," "masculine 

beauty of expression," "the recitative part," and the 

tendency "to gratify the understanding" and appeal to 

"reason." By contrast, the figurative side of opera pos¬ 

sesses "harmonious sweetness," "softness and variety of 

numbers" in what he awkwardly calls "the songish part," 
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and the "intention to please" with the use of "rhyme." Thus 

we may observe some continuity in Dryden's sense of majesty 

from Religio Laici and earlier works to this Preface: it 

continues to be integral to divine or supernatural utter¬ 

ances, to arise from masculine force and vigor, and to inform 

expository contexts. Instead of being combined with elements 

of the low style as in Religio Laici. however, the majestic 

is again joined here with elements of Cicero's middle style, 

whose sweet charm is dependent upon a florid abundance of 

metaphor and harmonious sound. Though the same kinds of dif¬ 

ficulties might attend the latter conjunction as attend the 

former, we may interpret Dryden as moving towards his 

eventual stylistic purification which culminates in the 

restriction of majesty to the epic. The middle style, after 

all, is closer to the high style than the low style. 

E. Preface to Sylvae (1685) 

The second of Dryden's Poetical Miscellanies, 

entitled Sylvae. contains translations from selected pas¬ 

sages of various classical poets, including Vergil, Theo¬ 

critus, Lucretius, and Horace. The Preface to this volume 

forms the next chapter after "To the Earl of Roscomon" to 

Dryden's discussion of the particular problems which con¬ 

front the modern translator of classical verse. Beyond the 



22 

mastery of both his author's and his own tongue and the 

attention to meter, the translator must also perform "an 

harder task,.... that is, the maintaining of the character of 

19 
an author.” The problem of capturing the character of 

Virgil is framed by Dryden in the following way: 

I looked on Virgil as a succinct and grave 

majestic writer; one who weighed not only 

every thought, but every word and syllable; 

who was still aiming to crowd his sense into 

as narrow a compass as possible he could; 

for which reason he is so very figurative, 

that he requires (I may almost say) a grammar 

apart to construe him. His verse is everywhere 

sounding the very thing in your ears, whose 

sense it bears; yet the numbers are perpet¬ 

ually varied, to increase the delight of the 

reader; so that the same sounds are never 

20 
repeated twice together. 

Virgil's technique for avoiding the repetition of sounds 

is synaloephas, or "cutting off one vowel when it comes 

21 
before another in the following word." Dryden rebukes 

Ovid for refraining from the use of synaloephas (elision), 

which results in verse that is smooth but wanting in 

22 
"variety and majesty." On returning to Virgil, Dryden 

asserts: 

Though he is smooth where smoothness is 
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required, yet he is so far from affecting 

it, that he seems rather to disdain it; 

frequently makes the use of synaloephas, 

and concludes his sense in the middle of his 

verse. He is everywhere above conceits of 

epigrammatic wit, and gross hyperboles; 

he maintains majesty in the midst of plain¬ 

ness; he shines, but glares not; and is 

23 stately without ambition.... 

These passages are further evidence of the transition which 

is occurring in Dryden*s sense of stylistic majesty: at 

this point his position on the matter is extremely dif¬ 

ficult to characterize with consistency. There are certainly 

lingering connections in Dryden's mind between majesty and 

the other qualities of the legislative style in Religio 

Laici. The fact that Virgil does not affect smoothness 

would imply that his verse is natural to that extent, and 

the majesty which Virgil maintains "in the midst of plain¬ 

ness" suggests that, for Dryden, the possibility still 

exists for their juxtaposition, as in Religio Laici. Thus 

Dryden continues to allow for the co-existence of majesty 

and the elements of the low style. What complicates 

matters, however, is the way in which he also associates 

the majesty of Virgil*s verse with stylistic qualities 

quite contrary to those of the low style. For example, 

the extremely figurative language which Dryden attributes 
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to Virqil is germane to the high style to which majesty 

classically belongs. The question naturally arises at this 

point of how Dryden can ascribe both plainness and extreme 

figurativeness to Virgil in the same passage with any 

semblance of consistency, and Dryden provides no satis¬ 

factory answer to this query. Another example of Virgil's 

distance from the low style in Dryden*s estimation is his 

tortured syntax which requires “a grammar apart to construe 

him.'* Again we may ask how verse which could provoke such 

a comment could be natural in any sense. According to Dryden, 

Virgil's figurativeness and syntactic independence are both 

a result of the unnaturally compressed and dense character 

of Virgil's verse, and this makes one wonder why it is so 

different from "epigrammatic wit," whose characteristic 

virtue is compression, and "gross hyperbole," which is 

extremely figurative or nothing. A final' indication that 

Dryden is drawing away (though by fits and starts) from the 

link between majesty and the low style in Religio Laici is 

his present attitude towards metrical irregularity. He 

obviously appreciates the smoothness of Virgil's verse here, 

whereas, as we have seen, he defends the rugged line in 

Religio Laici as appropriate to the prose-like tone of the 

work. With respect to Virgil's metrical irregularity, which 

curiously seems never to detract from his smoothness, Dryden 

makes a virtue of a necessity: "the numbers are perpetually 

varied, to increase the delight of the reader." Because the 



25 

delight of the reader is the farthest thing from Dryden's 

legislative cast of mind in Religio Laici. metrical irregu¬ 

larity is something for which he must apologize along 

didactic lines. Here it is an entirely different story. 

Since the epic radiates majesty not as a prosaic vehicle 

for sacred truth but rather as poetry which inspires and 

transports, its metrical irregularities require no apology 

if they have this effect. Cicero observes in Oratory 99 

that an orator of the high style may deviate considerably 

from "arrangement, precision, /and/ clarity" once his 

audience has been properly moved to the state of appreciative 

ecstasy, and it is in this spirit that Dryden's comments on 

Virgil's variations in meter are to be understood. 

F. Preface to The Hind and the Panther (1687) 

The drift in Dryden's sense of stylistic majesty 

towards its traditional place in the genres of the high style 

appears next in the Preface to The Hind and the Panther, a 

poem whose religious subject matter invites comparison to 

Religio Laici. Beyond this superficial similarity, however, 

the two poems bear very little resemblance to each other. 

In adopting a more dogmatic form of religious belief in his 

conversion to Catholicism, Dryden abandons the enquiring and 

open-minded spirit which is easy to detect in Religio Laici: 

though The Hind and the Panther has the outward form of a 
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dialogue, the speeches of the Hind (who represents the 

Catholic Church) are no less favorably weighted than those 

of Socrates in Plato's dialogues. In stylistics as well a 

more conservative orientation has overtaken Dryden's earlier 

willingness to experiment with unusual combinations of 

stylistic qualities. The sense of stylistic qualities being 

in their proper place is evident from his discussion of 

the three parts of his poem: 

The first part, consisting most in general 

Characters and Narration, I have endeavor'd 

to raise, and give it the Majestick Turn of 

Heroick Poesy. The second, being Matter of 

Dispute, and chiefly concerning Church auth¬ 

ority, I was oblid'g to make as plain and 

perspicuous as possible I cou'd; yet not 

wholly neglecting the Numbers, though I had 

not frequent occasions for the Magnificence 

of Verse. The third, which has more of the 

Nature of Domestic Conversation, is, or ought 

to be more free and familiar than the former 

4- 24 two. 

In the Preface to Reliqio Laici. Dryden spurns as "lamen¬ 

table" any critic who would require the "Turn of Heroick 

Poesy," but here he openly espouses it as a stylistic 

ideal for the imparting of majesty. It is something to 

which he has endeavored to "raise" the first part of the 
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present poem, whereas in Religio Laid elevation is eschewed 

as conflicting with the tenor of the legislative style. Per¬ 

haps of greatest importance is the fact that stylistic 

majesty is now regarded as incompatible with the plainness 

and perspicuity for which Dryden aims in the second part of 

the poem; in Religio Laici. majesty and plainness are 

integral to each other as aspects of the legislative style. 

The other component of the legislative style — naturalness— 

is here dislodged from majesty under the guise of the "free 

and familiar" tone of the third part of the poem. Thus 

Dryden has taken the three stylistic qualities which are un¬ 

conventionally united in Religio Laici and neatly compartmen¬ 

talized them in separate sections of The Hind and the Panther. 

G. Dedication of Examen Poeticum (1693) 

In the last decade of his life Dryden loses much of 

his enthusiasm for modern poetry, even modern British 

poetry, and evinces a sour pessimism which diverts his 

attention increasingly to the virtues of medieval and 

classical literature. Examen Poeticum follows Sylvae as 

the third of his poetical miscellanies, and towards the 

end of the Dedication he sighs: 

I have tired myself, and have been summoned 

by the press to send away this Dedication: 

otherwise I had exposed some other faults 
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which are daily committed by our English 

poets; which, with care and observation, 

might be amended. For after all, our 

language is both copious, significant, and 

majestical, and might be reduced into a more 

harmonious sound. But for want of public 

encouragement, in this Iron Age, we are so 

far from making any progress in the improve¬ 

ment of our tongue, that in a few years we 

shall speak and write as barbarously as our 

neighbors.^5 

As he does in the Preface to Sylvae. Dryden here connects 

majesty with a correspondence between the sound of verse 

and its sense. To justify his complaint against contemporary 

English poetry, he cites its general failure to observe the 

rule of synaloephas by which the "most horrible ill-sounding 

gap" between a word which ends in a vowel and another which 

26 
begins with a vowel might be avoided. The Latin poets, 

most notably Virgil, have set an example which the English 

poets just cannot follow. Just as a measure of how Dryden's 

present sense of stylistic majesty has changed from that of 

Religio Laici. we may count only eleven places in the latter 

poem where the device of synaloephas is employed: "Th‘Effects" 

(1. 54), "Th'offended" (1. 108), "Th*Offenders" (1. 108), 

"th'offence" (1. Ill), "Th'Egyptian" (1. 213), "th*original" 

(1. 278), "th'important" (1. 314), "Th'unletter'd" (1. 322), 
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"f interpret" (1. 362), "t'enquire" (1. 338), and 

"th*obscurest" (1. 411). By contrast, the instances in 

which Dryden fails to employ this device would be too 

tedious to enumerate; by my count, there are thirty-nine 

such instances. Thus Dryden*s attempt to "shun the shock 

27 of two vowels, immediately following each other" does not 

proceed very far at all in Religio Laici, but that fact 

does not prevent him from regarding it as a majestic poem 

at the time. We may presume that later on it would have 

offended his more classical sense of majesty. We may further 

observe that synaloephas is an unnatural artifice for the 

attainment of harmonious sound and that in Religio Laici 

the majestic is allied with the natural at the expense of 

harmonious sound. 

H. "A Discourse Concerning the Original and Progress 

of Satire" (1693) 

In this Discourse Dryden continues to be appalled 

at the "multitude of scribblers, who daily pester the world 

28 with their insufferable stuff," and he again exploits 

the occasion to make unfavorable comparisons between modern 

and classical authors. Particularly offensive to Dryden 

among the moderns is Ariosto, author of Orlando Furioso. who 
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neither designed justly, nor observed any 

unity of action, or compass of time, or 

moderation in the vastness of his draught; 

his style is luxurious, without majesty or 

decency, and his adventures without the 

29 compass of nature and possibility. 

This passage invites comparison to the Preface to Albion 

and Albanius. where Dryden identifies wit with propriety 

and goes on to show how propriety may be exemplified even 

in a work which portrays the extravagant and naturally 

impossible actions of gods. We should expect gods to speak 

in a lofty, figurative, and majestic manner, so there is 

no impropriety in their doing so. The present charge 

against Ariosto, then, amounts to an accusation of impro¬ 

priety: extravagant actions and luxurious style are not 

necessarily incompatible with majesty, but neither are 

they necessarily compatible. To see just one indication of 

why Dryden complains about Ariosto's epic, consider the 

contrast between Virgil's spare opening line, "Arms and the 

man I sing," and Ariosto's intemperately embellished echo 

of it: 

Of Dames, of Knights, of armes, of loves delight, 
Of curtesies, of high attempts I speake.30 

The action of Orlando Furioso is set amidst Charlemagne's 

campaign against the Saracens, but in spite of the religious 

overtones of this conflict, no divine beings are presented 
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as characters who speak or act in the epic. Thus the magi¬ 

cal or supernatural elements which abound in the epic — 

including wizards, spells, magic rings, flying hippogriffs 

and sorceresses — lac^the basis, for propriety which they 

have in the epics of Homer or Virgin* 

I. Dedication of the Aeneis (1697) 

Dryden*s final statement on stylistic majesty 

lodges it most firmly into the genre of the heroic poem, 

which he terms "ubdoubtedly the greatest work which the soul 

31 of man is capable to perform." Apart from the fact that 

the epic is supposed to instruct, there is very little 

relation between the epic and a poem like Religio Laici; 

and so we must observe that Dryden's final conception of 

stylistic majesty is at a considerable remove, from that in 

Religio Laici. Even the didactic aim of an epic poem, 

according to Dryden, may be separated from matters of 

stylistics, for the reason why epics are best presented in 

32 verse is that verse "delights, while it instructs." Thus, 

while stylistic qualities are essential to the didactic 

aim of Religio Laici. they are associated with the aim of 

pleasing the reader in the epic. Dryden identifies, more¬ 

over, a specific kind of pleasure which is appropriate to 

the epic, a work in which everything is essential: 



The least and most trivial episodes, or 

under-actions, which are interwoven in it, 

are parts either necessary or convenient to 

32 

carry on the main design....Even the least 

portions of them must be grave, majestical, 

and sublime; nothing of a foreign nature, 

like the novels, which Ariosto, and others, 

have inserted in their poems; by which the 

reader is misled into another sort of pleasure, 

opposite to that which is designed in an epic 

poem. One raises the soul, and hardens it 

to virtue; the other softens it again, and 

unbends it into vice. One conduces to the 

poet's aim, the completing of his work, 

which he is driving on, labouring and hastening 

in every line; the other slackens his pace, 

diverts him from his way, and locks him up 

like a knight-errant in an enchanted castle, 

when he should be pursuing his first adven- 

. 33 ture. 

Majesty is thus the kind of stylistic quality which pro¬ 

vokes the kind of pleasure one expects in an epic: a 

pleasure drawn from entering into a spirit of relentless, 

purposive, and courageous action. No such pleasure would 

be likely to affect the reader of Religio Laici. a poem 
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which Dryden characterizes as “deign'd purely for Instruc¬ 

tion" (my italics). Whatever pleasure results from it is 

incidental to the main purpose of the poem. 

The lesson of the epic also contrasts sharply 

with the lesson of Reliqio Laici. Both teach virtues, 

but the heroic virtues of “magnanimity...constancy... 
  _ 34 

patience.../and/ piety" are rather different from the 

diffidence, cautious moderation, and concern for civil 

tranquility which are praised in Religio Laici. It is easy 

to see how stylistic majesty could be employed to display 

the former set of virtues in a positive light, but it is 

not so apparent how the latter set could be enhanced with 

stylistic majesty, except in a kind of mock-heroic way. 

The Dedication is, finally, the occasion for 

Dryden's discussion of another specific poetic device 

which, like synaloephas, lends majesty to verse by promoting 

concord between sense and sound: 

In the meantime, that I may arrogate nothing 

to myself, I must acknoqledge that Virgil in 

Latin, and Spenser in English, have been my 

masters. Spenser has also given me the boldness 

to make use sometimes of his Alexandrine line, 

which we call, though improperly, the Pindaric, 

because Mr. Cowley has often employed it in 

his Odes. It has a certain majesty to the 
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verse, when it is used with judgment, and 

stops the sense from overflowing into another 

, . 35 
line. 

When I mentioned the Pindaric line, I should 

have added, that I take another license in 

my verses: for I frequently make us of 

triplet lines, and for the same reason, 

because they bound the sense. And therefore 

I generally join these two licenses together, 

and make the last verse of a triplet a Pin¬ 

daric: for, besides the majesty it gives, it 

confines the sense within the barriers of three 

lines, which would language if it were 

3 6 
lengthened into four. 

These passages are very much in the spirit of the Preface 

to Sylvae. where Dryden lauds the succinctness and metrical 

variation in Virgil's verse. The combination of alexan¬ 

drines and triplets allows for both compression of meaning 

(saying in six feet what otherwise might have taken part of 

another line and saying in three lines what otherwise might 

have taken four) and respite from the monotony of one per¬ 

fectly formed iambic pentameter couplet after another. The 

issue of line closure is treated somewhat differently. In 

the Preface to Sylvae. Virgil's enjambment is highlighted 

as a way of arguing for the natural and unaffected smoothness 
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of his verse. Here, by contrast, line closure is presented 

as something which definitely promotes the majesty of verse 

because it may be used to achieve greater succinctness, 

conciseness, and compression of sense. The desire to stop 

"the sense from overflowing into another line" is again 

reminiscent of Denham's tribute to the Thames as "without 

ore-flowing full." The classical character of this aim 

may be traced to Cicero's description of the high style 

orator whose voice is like the roar of a mighty, rushing 

stream. 

J. Conclusion 

We now face the problem of organizing the dis¬ 

parate material from this survey of Dryden's opinions on 

stylistic majesty over a thirty-year period. What I shall 

offer is a set of qualities, devices, setting, and effects 

which seem to be most central to the concept of stylistic 

majesty and which, therefore, Dryden generally acknowledges 

as part of it. It is thus from the following central 

aspects of the concept that Dryden's experimental deviations 

proceed: 

a) An aim or effect of instructing and causing 

the reader to take pleasure in seeing virtue. 

b) A concern for correctness and propriety. 
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c) A sense of leisurely yet inexorable motion 

propelled by forceful yet controlled strength. 

d) A tone of gravity, dignity, sublimity, and 

loftiness. 

e) A thematic centrality for ancient epic, 

transcendent, and divine topics. 

f) A smooth and flowing sound in the verse. 

g) A density of sense achieved by compressing 

much meaning into succinct statements. 

This set of central aspects of stylistic majesty represents 

the most stable picture which it is possible to give of 

Dryden's constantly shifting opinions on the subject.. It 

is not my claim that he always understands the concept 

according to all of these aspects, but that he returns to 

this cluster of aspects repeatedly in the process of making 

tentative forays away from it. In the present context the 

reason for formulating this set of aspects is that it can be 

used to show the extent to which Dryden deviates from his 

most basic critical instincts on stylistic majesty in 

Religio Laici. 



CHAPTER III 

STYLISTIC MAJESTY IN RELIGIO LAICI 

Armed with a criterion consisting of eight 

qualities which Dryden considers closest to stylistic 

majesty, we may now approach Religio Laici and assess the 

extent to which he achieves his goal of making it a majestic 

poem. Since the poem is so intensely didactic, I shall con¬ 

centrate most of my attention on the primary question of 

whether it conveys the kind of clear and edifying message 

which would render it majestic. After a discussion of this 

part of the criterion of stylistic majesty, I shall search 

the poem for the exemplification of the other parts of the 

criterion, including matters of tone, motion, density, and 

poetic device. 

A. Instruction and Moral Pleasure 

Majestic style, for Dryden, is not just a matter 

of style; it encompasses the effect on the reader. Just 

as the stylistic majesty of the Bible is argued in Religio 

Laici on the basis of its power to "our Lusts oppose" 

(1. 158), so we may look to the poem itself for "the 

severe Delights of Truth" (1. 233) or clear and unambiguous 

instruction on the topics which it addresses. Unfortunately, 

a perusal of recent scholarship on the poem shows much 
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division over what the main message of the poem is. It 

thus appears that the poem has little chance of being 

majestic on didactic grounds when it cannot be determined 

with any real assurance whether the layman in this con¬ 

fession of faith is speaking as a proto-Catholic fideist, 

the prolepsis of his submission to Rome. It is not difficult 

to find evidence in the poem for this view: its well-known 

initial lines are nothing if not an indictment against the 

use of reason in a religious conext: 

Dim, as the borrow'd beams of Moon and Stars 
To lonely, weary, wandring Travellers, 
Is Reason to the Soul: And as on high 
Those rowling Fires discover but the Sky 
Not light us here: so Reason's glimmering Ray 
Was but, not to assure our doubtful way, 
But guide us upward to a better Day. 
When Day's bright Lord ascends our Hemisphere; 
So pale grows Reason at Religions sight; 
So dyes, and so dissolves in Supernatural Light. 

(11. 1-11) 

Speaking of Religio Laici. Bredvold remarks: 

The Pyrrhonism that permeates Dryden's ideas 

on religion is patent for all to see....It 

will be recalled that, except Sir Thomas Browne, 

the important exponents of this fideism were 

Roman Catholics, and that fideism was parti¬ 

cularly serviceable as an argument against 

rationalism and Protestantism.^- 

The work of Catholic fideism most apposite to Religio Laici 

is, of course, Father Simon's Critical History of the Old 
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Testament. a detailed analysis of redactive flaws in the Old 

Testament that make for its unreliability on some points. 

Portrayed as an enemy of faith by some who "Have found our 

Author not too much a Priest" (Religio Laici. 1. 253), 

Simon is interpreted as having rather different motives by 

Bredvold. The attack on the private judgment of the meaning 

of scriptures 

could be used to demonstrate that... 

we must of necessity submit to some 

authoritative tradition and organization 

2 
in the Church. 

The Catholic doctrines of apostolic succession and continued 

oral revelation through the Councils are its recourses 

against the inherent corruptibility of written revelation in 

transmission and translation by mere human beings. Simon's 

play, according to Bredvold, is to drive into the arms of 

Rome those Protestants who are convinced by his arguments 

against the anarchial use of private reason in the interpre¬ 

tation of an untrustworthy scriptural text. 

Though critical of Simon's work, Dryden reveals in 

Religio Laici a great deal more sympathy and respect for it 

than would seem to be necessary. By way of extending Bred- 

vold's argument, we may note Dryden's profound yet restrained 

admiration for Simon's scholarship: 
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A Work so full with various Learning fraught, 
So nicely pondered, yet so strongly wrought, 
As Natures height and Arts last hand requir'd: 
As much as man cou'd compass, uninspir'd. 

(11. 244-247) 

The unity of this pair of couplets is enforced by the fact 

that it is one sentence dealing with one theme: the 

scholarly and stylistic excellence of Simon's work. Its 

most interesting feature, however, is its last word, which 

drops like a bombshell after the glowing panegyric which 

precedes it. Here the reader has to balance the weight of 

almost four lines of lavish praise against the weight of 

the single-word qualification that occupies the position of 

greatest significance in the metrical unit under discussion. 

Dryden's masterly placement of this word allows him to place 

practically equivalent stress upon two clearly divergent 

points: the overwhelming impressiveness of Simon's evidence 

and its remoteness from being a divinely inspired source of 

revelation. 

In keeping with this double attitude, Dryden responds 

to Simon not so much by quarrelling with his premises as by 

impugning the validity of his argument. More specifically, 

he concedes the point that corruptions have crept into the 

scriptural text to such an extent that it may be impossible 

to determine its original meaning on certain points: 

Where we may see what Errours have been made 
Both in The Copiers and Translators Trade 
How Jewish, Popish, Interests have prevail'd, 
And where Infallibility has fail'd. 

(11. 248-251) 
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What he denies is that it follows of necessity from this 

assumption that one must succumb to the spiritual care of 

the Roman church. Simon's non secruitur is exposed by 

Dryden when he offers another possibility: that the scrip¬ 

tures are reliable and clear on those points essential to 

salvation, whatever their unreliability and opacity on 

doctrines of less importance. In defense of his alternative 

possibility, Dryden invokes the general concept of God's 

providence : 

More Safe, and much more modest 'tis, to say 
God wou'd not leave Mankind without a. way: 
And that the Scriptures. though not every where 
Free from Corruption, or intire, or clear, 
Are uncorrupt, sufficient, clear, intire, 
In all things which our needfull Faith require. 

(11. 295-300) 

It must be said that while Dryden's charge of invalidity 

against Simon is certainly correct, his argument for his 

own alternative is no less invalid. God's providence is a 

doctrine of such vast generality that it lacks the precision 

to force Dryden*s specific point. No Catholic ever denies 

it, but instead sees it at work in the deliberation of Popes 

and Councils. Thus the manifest weakness of this reply 

provides further confirmation for Bredvold's thesis that 

in 1682 Dryden was already quite susceptible to the blandish¬ 

ments of Catholic fideism. 

Having noted the potential for a freethinking 

interpretation of Father Simon's Critical History, let us now 
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turn to Empson's exegesis of Reliqio Laid. according to 

which it is an expression of deism, not proto-Catholic 

3 
fideism. Once again, to support such an interpretation 

the critic has to weigh Dryden's explicit attacks on deism 

in the poem against the more implicit evidence of deistic 

sympathies. For Dryden clearly satirizes the deist who 

"thinks he stands on firmer ground" than the ancient Greek 

philosophers, and who “cires Eureka: the mighty Secret*s 

found" (11. 42-43). 

Against the self-satisfaction of the deist over the 

discovery of religious truth by human reason, Dryden asks: 

How can the less the Greater comprehend? 
Or finite Reason reach Infinity? 

(11. 39-40) 

He goes on to provide an explanation for the illusion of 

independent discovery: 

Thus Man by his own strength to Heaven wou'd soar: 
And wou'd not be Oblig'd to God for more. 
Vain wretched Creature, how art thou misled 
To think thy Wit these God-like Notions bredî 
These Truths are not the product of thy Mind, 
But dropt from Heaven, and of a Nobler kind. 
Reveal'd Religion first inform'd thy Sight, 
And Reason saw not, till Faith springs the Light. 

(11. 62-69) 

Thus Dryden would string the deists with a charge of being 

unwitting cheats, innocent of their debt to revelation for 

the "borrow'd beams" of insight they take to be their own. 

Their pride in reason is misplaced. 

While Empson acknowledges all this, he finds in the 
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reply to the "Objections of the Deist" another one of those 

instances in which Dryden, in bending over backwards to be 

a disarming and ironic moderator, eventually concedes too 

much to his opponent. The objection of the deist against 

Christian orthodoxy is familiar enough: how can it be just 

for God to prescribe a single way of salvation for mankind 

in a revelation dispensed selectively, to certain people 

in particular times and places? Speaking for the deist, 

Dryden inquires: 

And what Provision cou'd from thence accrue 
To Indian souls, and Worlds discover'd New? 

(11. 178-179) 

In response to this captious question, Dryden stumbles once 

again and admits more than the deist needs to continue to 

maintain his position. Acknowledging the force of the 

question, he grants that 

Of all Objections this indeed is chief 
To startle Reason, stagger frail Belief. 

(11. 184-185) 

After the attack on the use of reason in religion with 

which the poem begins, we might well wonder why Dryden would 

be so concerned with the startlinq effect upon reason of 

this objection. We might suppose him to be in a position 

to reply: so much the worse for reason. And yet he does 

not; he admits the injustice implied by the objection and 

takes pains to formulate a reply that gives credit to 

reason. In the first place, he speaks of God's reasons for 
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extending mercy to those unacquainted with His revelation: 

But boundless Wisdom, boundless Mercy. may 
Find ev'n for those bewildred Souls, a way: 

Who knows what Reasons may his Mercy lead; 
Or Ignorance invincible may plead? 

(11. 188-189, 
196-197) 

While not (yet) denying that the salvation of Indian Souls 

depends upon the propitiatory merits of Christ (11. 192- 

195), he allows them to be justified before God without a 

knowledge of or belief in God's Son. Dryden acquits himself 

in an analogous manner: whatever his ignorance of God's 

reasons for withholding revelation from Indian Souls, he is 

justified in believing in some merciful provision for them. 

In the second place, Dryden cites the Pauline doctrine that 

those ignorant of revelation may be justified before God 

by their observation of the natural moral law manifested by 

conscience: 

Then those who follow'd Reasons dictates right; 
Liv'd up, and lifted high their Natural Light; 
With Socrates may see their Maker's Face, 
While Thousand Rubrick-Martyrs want a place. 

(11. 208-211) 

Just as mercy flows from a God of reason, so moral adequacy 

flows from men of reason. This theme could not have been 

expressed more eloquently by the most important deist of the 

day, Charles Blount, whose warm appreciation is evident in 

his Dedicatory Epistle to Dryden: 

The Value I have ever had for your Writings, 
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makes me impatient to peruse all Treatises 

that are crown'd with your Name; whereof, 

the last that fell into my Hands, was your 

Reliqio Laici. which expresses as well your 

great Judgment in, as Value for. Religion.... 

as you taught Men how to Believe. so I might 

instruct them how to Live.... encouraging Men 

to Live up to the Vertue of that Doctrine 

you teach.4 

In addition, Empson points out how Dryden permits 

so much latitude as a deist might wish on such doctrines as 

the Incarnation and the Trinity. Immediately after claiming 

essential clarity for the scriptures, Dryden allows Father 

Simon to voice an "Objection in behalf of Tradition," the 

point of which is that since scripture is not clear ("the 

Rule is mute" - 1. 315) on the question of whether Christ 

is God or man, an authoritative tradition is necessary to 

settle disputes over this issue. Dryden's reply, put 

bluntly, is that since the scriptures are unclear on this 

issue, it must be inessential. The modern reader of the 

scriptures is in no better position vis a vis this question 

than Socrates and the Red Indians, nor need he be: 

Shall I speak plain, and in a Nation free 
Assume an honest Layman's Liberty? 
I think (according to my little skill 
To my own Mother-Church submitting still;) 
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That many have been sav•d, and many may 
Who never heard this Question brought in play. 
Th' unletter'd Christian, who believes in gross. 
Plods on to Heaven; and ne'er is at a loss. 

(11. 316-323) 

Empson's point is that in jettisoning the necessity of 

knowledge of (or even acquaintance with) the Incarnation 

and the Trinity, Dryden thereby denies that they are essen¬ 

tial to Christianity in any respect; and this latter view 

is central to the perspective of the deist. Dryden goes 

as far as to deny that anything could be gained by a know¬ 

ledge of the truth on these matters, for the "unletter'd 

Christian...ne'er is at a loss." In this manner he implies 

that nothing could be gained by an authoritative tradition 

for the promulgation of correct dogmas relating to the 

Incarnation and the Trinity. But beyond its utility as a 

reply to Simon, this view advances toward the quite radical 

notion that theological doctrines of this sort are simply 

without significance or sense: their meaninglessness 

prevents them from being either true or false. 

Thus the centrality of doctrines like the Incarna¬ 

tion and the Trinity to Anglican orthodoxy deters Empson 

from accepting the poem as anything but a deistic confession. 

This does not sit well with Phillip Harth, however, who 

continues to interpret Religio Laici as a characteristically 

Anglican document. In support of his position Harth dwells 

extensively upon the seventeenth-century Anglican tradition 
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of "right reason" and its role in religious knowledge. 

According to this tradition, reason is not to be rejected 

as useless in matters of religious import but rather to be 

restrained in acknowledgment of the superiority of revelatory 
5 

modes of insight. Thus Harth perceives Dryden to be a critic 

both of Catholic fideists for their neglect of reason and of 

deists for their worship of reason. In awareness of Dryden's 

proclivity for moderation, Harth bolsters his argument by 

appealing to the moderation with which Anglicans employed 

reason in religious contexts. His position has the virtue 

of being able to account for both the negative and the 

positive treatments of reason in Religio Laici. 

Bredvold's perception of Catholic fideism in 

Religio Laici is wrong, says Harth, because the philosophi¬ 

cal scepticism which Dryden professes in the preface^ need 
7 

not be construed as extreme Pyrrhonism. Instead, the 

scepticism prevalent in England during the seventeenth 

century is best represented by the motto of the Royal 

Society, of which Dryden was a member: "Nullius in Verba." 

In concrete terms, continues Harth, this motto meant the 

cultivation of a freedom of inquiry and of attitudes like 
0 

modesty and diffidence toward the conclusions of research. 

Moreover, even this attenuated version of scepticism Dryden 

confined to the arts and the sciences: he saw no applica- 
9 

tion of it in religion or politics. Harth regards Dryden's 

self-proclaimed layman's modesty in Religio Laici entirely 
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pro forma^ (a calculated effort to disarm opponents) and 

claims that 

In Reliqio Laici...Dryden is mostly engaged 

in defending what he considers to be certain 

and indubitable truth, and only occasionally 

concerned in proffering tentative suggestions. 

...Dryden's purpose is the enforcement of 

11 Sacred Truth. "^ 

To enforce “Sacred Truth” Dryden relies upon explicitly 

rational means. In conformity with current Anglican 

apologetic works, he advances five arguments which demon¬ 

strate that the Bible is God's true revelation: a) it 

prescribes virtues clearly superior to pagan rites and 

customs (11. 126-133), b) the antiquity of its laws commands 

respect (11. 134-137), c) its writers, though from diverse 

times and places, are doctrinally unanimous (11. 138-145), 

d) the miracles narrated in it are Confirmed even by heathen 

historians (11. 146-151), and e) it retains its commanding 

force in spite of daunting hindrances, both internal and 

external (11.152-167). Harth has identified the probable 

source of Dryden's arguments as Sir Charles Wolseley's The 

Reasonableness of Scripture-Belief (1672), which contains 

12 exactly the same considerations in exactly the same order. 

The important point for Harth, however, is that Reliqio 

Laici cannot possibly be a fideistic poem since Dryden so 

confidently employs arguments such as these. A fideist, of 
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course, would have nothing but disdain for logical argumen¬ 

tation over religious issues. 

Harth's opponent on the other flank of his putatively 

middle position is Empson, whose deistic reading of Religio 

Laici must now come under review in light of Harth's charac¬ 

terization of Anglican "right reason." First, Harth makes 

much of Dryden's rebuke to the ingrate deist (11. 62-84, 

noted above, for failing to acknowledge the supernatural, 

revelatory source of ideas from which the deistic system of 

13 
"natural" religion is constructed). Dryden asks why the 

"Qyant Wits, in happyer Ages born" (Plato, Aristotle, Plu¬ 

tarch, Seneca, and Cicero) were not able to construct a 

system similar to that of the deist's in advance of God's 

special revelation through Christ. Second, Harth vigorously 

disagrees with Empson's view that Dryden jettisons the 

14 
necessity of the incarnation for the salvation of mankind. 

The passage at issue is marginally marked "Objection in 

behalf of Tradition, urg'd by Father Simon": 

We hold, and say we prove from Scripture plain, 
That Christ is GOD; the bold Sociman 
From the same Scripture urges he's but a MAN. 
Now what appeal can end th' important Suit; 
Both parts talk loudly, but the Rule is mute. 

(11. 311-315) 

Empson and Harth are divided over the question of who "We" 

refers to in this passage: it is clearly Simon, but is it 

Dryden as well? Empson says it is and views Dryden here as 

professing his belief in the Incarnation but not insisting 
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. 15 
that it is the only scripturally-based possibility. The 

divinity of Christ thus becomes one of those obscure but 

inessential points that is best left alone. Harth will have 

it that Simon is speaking only for himself at this juncture: 

his (not Dryden's) premise is that the scripture alone is an 

inadequate guide on this question, and his conclusion is 

that the traditions and councils of the Roman church should 

be allowed to rule definitively and dogmatically. Harth's 

interpretation is supported by the octremely heavy stanzaic 

break with which the passage ends, after which Dryden certain 

ly appears to begin to speak in his own voice: 

Shall I speak plain, and in a Nation free 
Assume an honest Layman's Liberty? 
I think (according to my little Skill 
To my own Mother-Church submitting still:) 
That many have been sav'd, and many may, 
Who never heard this Question brought in play. 

(11. 316-321) 

This passage, which Empson finds so compatible with the 

deist's position, is interpreted by Harth as no admission at 

all that the Incarnation is superfluous. Instead, what is 

superfluous is a knowledge of the legion theological 

subtleties arising from sectarian conflict over the Incar¬ 

nation: 

Th' unletter'd Christian, who believes in gross. 
Plods on to Heaven; and ne'er is at a loss. 

(11. 322-323) 

This response accords perfectly with Dryden's account of 

how Socrates and the Indian Souls may be saved: 
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And though no Name be for Salvation known, 
But that of his Eternal Sons alone; 
Who knows how far transcending Goodness can 
Extend the Merits of that Son to Man? 

TTl. 192-195) 

Those to whom revelation has not been extended are saved 

under the same provisions as those to whom it has: the 

sacrificial death of God's "Eternal," and hence divine. 

Son. The only difference is whether this is known by those 

who are saved or not. Moreover, Dryden insists on the 

divinity of Christ in his objection to the deistical notion 

that man's remorse is sufficient for the forgiveness of sins: 

In granting we have Sinned; and that th' offence 
Of Man, is made against Omnipotence. 
Some price that bears proportion, must be paid; 
And Infinite with Infinite be weigh'd. 

(11. 111-114) 

The "Infinite" which can compensate for man's offense against 

an "Infinite" God is clearly a reference to the divine nature 

of Christ. These grounds, according to Harth, entitle one 

to reject Empson's inference that the Incarnation is one of 

those "points obscure" which Dryden regards as inessential 

16 to salvation. Though the comprehension of it may vary 

from that of Socrates and the Indian Souls to that of the 

"unletter'd Christian," and on to that of "The few, by Nature 

formed, with Learning fraught, / Born to instruct, as others 

to be taught," the Incarnation remains for Dryden as one of 

those truths on which scripture is plain and clear. As an 

Anglican, he insists on its centrality and necessity. 
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Finally, Harth provides an explanation for Dryden's 

ambivalence over the powers of reason which coincides with 

a similar ambivalence in prominent Anglican apologetic works 

17 of the day. The usual format for such works is bipartite, 

with one section stressing the rationality of general reli¬ 

gious beliefs to an atheist and the other emphasizing the 

mystery of revealed Christianity to the deist. According to 

Harth, Dryden conforms to this format. 

In the face of an adversary who advocates 

natural religious exclusively, Dryden responds 

by "bending the crooked stick," stressing the 

importance of revelation while conceding no 

more than the minimum to reason. Nevertheless, 

there is a minimum, which he scrupulously con¬ 

cedes. Confronted with a different opponent, 

an atheist who denied natural religion, Dryden 

would necessarily have found himself in the 

position of urging the maximum case for 

natural religion. 

Thus, in Religio Laici. Dryden's initial statement on the 

dimness of reason is counterweighted by his five arguments 

in support of scripture's being the true divine revelation: 

his scrupulous, minimal concession to reason in addressing 

the deist. His acknowledgement of ancient proofs for the 

existence of God (11. 12-13) betokens his support for natural 
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religion in addressing the atheist. Harth asserts: 

This is not so much a contradiction as it 

is a shift in emphasis, occasioned by 

19 different argumentative needs. 

For Harth, then, this latitude in emphasis upon reason is 

necessary for Dryden to employ as he negotiates the Anglican 

middle ground between Catholic fideism and deistic rational- 

20 ism. 

Thus we have the spectacle of three major critics 

of Religio Laici in profound disagreement over what the 

poem teaches, and this spectacle poses serious problems for 

the view that the poem takes on stylistic majesty because 

of its instructional value. The only defense that remains 

for this view is that the poem, whatever its sectarian 

allegiance, does present certain virtues in a positive 

light and certain vices in a negative light, and that by 

doing so it provides the reader with the "severe Delights of 

Truth" (1. 233) which Dryden associates with majestic verse. 

Thus we might see the main point of the poem to be practical 

rather than theoretical, since it is agreed on all hands 

that we are meant to admire and imitate the moral courage of 

Socrates, the fair-mindedness of the Ancient Fathers, and 

the modesty of Dryden himself as much as we are meant to 

disdain and avoid the pride of the Deists, the partiality 

of the Papists, and the private-spiritedness of the Non¬ 

conformists. Since these virtues and vices are not tied to 
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any particular doctrine, the difficulty of deciding the 

doctrinal orientation of the poem need not deter us from 

being instructed by the examples of virtue and vice pro¬ 

vided in it. 

B. Correctness and Propriety 

Propriety serves the interests of stylistic 

majesty, says Dryden, by not jolting the reader with 

bizarre and inappropriate thoughts, words, or actions which 

are totally unsuited to their context. One problem in 

identifying the overall context for the several elements of 

Religio Laici. and thus in judging their propriety, is the 

fact that the poem is both a philosophical discourse and a 

personal confession. Thus Religio Laici abounds in satiri¬ 

cal ad hominem arguments which have no proper place in 

philosophical discourse but which are quite appropriate as 

personal confessions. Consider Dryden's "refutation” of 

the Epicureans: 

In Pleasure some their glutton Souls would steep; 
But found their Line too short, the Well too deep; 
And leaky Vessels which no Bliss could keep. 

(11. 33-35) 

This satiric portrait of the pathetic hedonist may make us 

hope that hedonism is false, but it does not prove that it 

is. In similar fashion Dryden objects to the Deists on 

account of their pride and ingratitude for divine revela- 
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tion, to the Catholics on account of their exclusivity and 

lust for control of spiritual matters, and to the Nonconform' 

ists for their private-spirited zeal. These objections must 

all be viewed as breaches of propriety if the poem is taken 

as a philosophical discourse. On the other hand, if the 

poem is given confessional emphasis, then the coldly logical 

components of it become inappropriate. In the following 

argument against purely natural attempts on the part of 

classical philosophers to attain religious knowledge, Dryden 

depends less upon its satiric force than upon its a priori 

rational plausibility: 

In this wilde Maze their vain Endeavors end. 
How can the less the Greater comprehend? 
Or finite Reason reach Infinity? 
For what cou'd Fathom GOD were more than He. 

(11. 38-41) 

Though these lines are slightly tinged with the sentiment 

of frustration ("vain Endeavors") and contain an implicit 

rebuke of Deistic intellectual pride, their primary sense 

derives from the purely logical antitheses — less vs. 

greater, finite vs. infinite — set forth in the two 

rhetorical questions. These questions, then, would be 

improper if the poem is understood confessionally. 

What attenuates these potential improprieties is 

Dryden*s skillful blend of the philosophicàl and the con¬ 

fessional: the poem has a flexibility which allows one 

to appreciate both aspects without finding either incom¬ 

patible with the other. Though the poem has the general 
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structure of an argument, with all the attendent trappings 

of objections and replies, most of Dryden*s more personal 

comments are gracefully injected at transitional points 

instead of intruding upon the sub-arguments themselves. A 

typical example of this technique occurs immediately after 

the consideration of the Deistic objection to regarding the 

Bible as a necessary source of religious insight. That 

objection, we recall, is that if it were, then those to whom 

it had not been distributed would be unjustly deprived. In 

beginning the next stanza Dryden vividly exhibits the per¬ 

sonal sense of recoil he feels when the import of this ob¬ 

jection dawns upon him: 

Of all Objections this indeed is chief 
To startle Reason, stagger frail Belief. 

(11. 184-185) 

But the argument resumes after this momentary confession, 

and our interest in Dryden*s reply is aroused because of it. 

Another such case occurs after Dryden reviews the Catholic 

contention that because the Bible is textually unreliable 

and open to so many varying interpretations, one must trust 

in the Church to provide infallible doctrinal pronounce¬ 

ments. Dryden first responds to this claim in terms of his 

personal values: 

Such an Omniscient Church we wish indeed; 
*Twere worth Both Testaments, and cast in 

the Creed. 
(11. 282-283) 

Then he goes on to cite evidence of a more objective 
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nature against this claim, and we are more prone to accept 

his evidence because his confessional transition has im¬ 

pressed us with its spirit of impartiality and fair-minded¬ 

ness. It is thus on account of their appropriateness to the 

argumentative context that the confessional elements of the 

poem cannot be regarded as breaches of propriety which sig¬ 

nificantly undermine its stylistic majesty. 

C. Leisurely yet Inexorable Motion 

Religio Laici moves along in a dialectical fashion: 

new issues are raised when old ones are answered. A look 

at the logical superstructure of the poem shows how Dryden 

considers three candidate sources of religious knowledge — 

reason, scripture, and tradition — and finds each of t^iem 

inadequate on its own to furnish absolute certainty but 

all of them together sufficient for the achievement of the 

aims of the religious person. 

11. 1-41 Shortcomings of 
classical philosophi¬ 
cal systems show man's 
inability to understand 
God and the Good by 
reason alone. 

The deist claims that 
the hasic truths of 
religion are now open 
to rational discovery. 

11. 42-61 
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11. 62-125 It is replied that the 
truths which the deist 
regards as attainable 
by reason are really 
borrowed from revela¬ 
tion, i.e., Biblically 
based. 

11. 126-167 Internal and external 
evidence proves the 
Bible to be of divine, 
transcendent origin. 

11. 168-183 The deist objects on 
the grounds that a 
knowledge of the Bible 
has been confined to 
specific places and 
times and concludes 
that it cannot be a 
necessary source of 
religious knowledge. 

11. 184-223 It is replied that a 
merciful God would 
judge those unacquainted 
with the Bible by how 
well they live up to 
rationally discoverable 
moral precepts. 

11. 224-275 But Father Simon's 
Critical History has 
shown much of the ori¬ 
ginal meaning of the 
Bible has been corrupted 
and obscured in trans¬ 
mission and translation. 

11. 276-281 And from this the Roman 
Catholic deduces the 
necessity of an infal¬ 
lible set of Church 
traditions as the basis 
for religious knowledge. 

It is replied that 
the Bible is clear, 

11. 282-304 
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uncorrupt, and reliable 
on those points which 
are really necessary 
for salvation; hence, 
infallible traditions 
are not necessary. 

11. 305-355 But it does not follow 
that they are useless. 
Some traditions help to 
clarify and confirm 
religious truths. 

11. 356-397 Thus the Roman Catho¬ 
lic Church should not 
regard itself as the 
sole dispenser of 
religious knowledge. 
Historically, this 
attitude of partiality 
and exclusivity has 
led to vast corruption. 

11. 398-426 However, the absence 
of traditional eccle¬ 
siastical authority in 
matters of doctrinal 
interpretation is 
equally dangerous; con 
sider the thoughtless 
zeal of the private- 
spitited Nonconformists 
who allow for an anar¬ 
chy of individual 
interpretations. 

11. 427-450 Conclusions: 1) that 
reason, scripture, and 
tradition are mutually 
supportive on those 
few truths which are 
necessary to know for 
salvation and 2) that 
when the three do not 
coincide, each of the 
three should restrain, 
and be restrained by, 
the other two. 
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A certain amount of majesty accrues to the poem once we 

comprehend the grandiose sweep of its argument. Dryden 

manages to work with a great deal of material and still 

maintain a continuous line of reasoning. This continuity 

is achieved first by the overlap shown in this outline be¬ 

tween the discussion of reason and scripture and between 

the discussion of scripture and tradition. Thus, the 

momentum created within one topic is transferred to the next 

without any abrupt hiatus; here, as in the confessional 

bridges between sub-arguments, Dryden shows himself to be 

a master of the art of transition from point to point. A 

second aspect of the continuity of argument in the poem is 

its lack of digression. Ariosto's wandering narrative, we 

recall, causes Dryden to judge it unmajestic, while Virgil's 

epic radiates majesty because in its "just design" even the 

least events are essential. Digressions signal the loss of 

momentum and make it necessary for the poet to start things 

over again in the middle of the poem, often frantically and 

with no grace or dignity. But by examining the outline of 

Religio Laici. we can observe how the response to each major 

issue gives rise to the next issue. The internal logic of 

this process is repeated in the case of all three sources 

of religious knbwledge: reason taken to an extreme ter¬ 

minates in Deism, in which scripture is denied; scripture 

taken to an extreme terminates in Nonconformism in which 

tradition is denied; and tradition taken to an extreme 
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terminates in Catholicism in which reason is denied. Fin¬ 

ally, the poem transmits a sense of continuous motion, 

because its conclusion is cumulative. Dryden arrives at a 

compromise engendered by taking what is of most value from 

each source and combining that with the virtues of the 

others. Viewed teleologically, then, each strain of argument 

in the poem aims at and is completed by its role in Dryden*s 

compromise. 

D. Tone of Gravity and Dignity 

In spite of its normally serious subject matter, 

Religio Laici is not a very grave or dignified poem in tone. 

First, satire has always been associated with the low style, 

and the poem abounds in satiric characterizations, some of 

which I have discussed in my treatment of their propriety 

in the context of philosophical discourse. Others deserve 

mention here: 

The Deist thinks he stands on firmer ground; 
Cries the might Secret's found. 

(11. 42-43) 

Thus Man by his own strength to Heaven would soar: 
And would not be Oblig'd to God for more. 

(11. 62-63) 

Hast thou a Wit so deep, or so sublime, 
Or canst thou lower dive, or higher climb? 
Canst Thou. by Reason, more of God-head know 
Than Plutarch, Seneca, or Cicero? 

(11. 76-79) 
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Dar'st Thou, poor Worm, offend Infinity? 
And must the Terms of Peace be given by Thee? 
Then Thou art Justice in the last Appeal; 
Thy easie God instructs Thee to rebellî 
And, like a King remote, and weak, must take 
What Satisfaction Thou art pleas'd to make. 

(11. 93-98) 

The temerity of the deist thus furnishes Dryden with his 

easiest target for ridicule. A more subtle satire is 

directed against the pedantry of Father Simon and the 

pseudo-pedantry of his followers: 

Witness this weighty Book, in which appears 
The crabbed Toil of many thoughtfull years, 
Spent by thy Author, in the Sifting Care 
Of Rabbins old Sophisticated Ware 
From Gold Divine; which he who well can sort 
May afterwards make Algebra a Sport. 
A Treasure, which if Country-Curates buy, 
They Junius and Tremellius may defy: 
Save pains in various readings, and Translations; 
And without Hebrew make most unlearn'd quotations. 

(11. 234-243) 

Dryden's respect for Simon's erudition is evident just up 

to the point where we begin to sense his gentle mockery of 

Simon's pedantry. Dryden is less gentle with the Country- 

Curates, whose unfounded pomposity is easily unmasked. The 

unlearned religious who are too crude and ignorant even to 

be pompous also draw Dryden*s mirth: 

Th'unletter'd Christian, who believes in gross. 
Plods on to Heaven: and ne'er is at a loss. 

(11. 322-323) 

Again the satire here is less savage than indulgent; though 

pathetic, the "unletter'd Christian" is to be tolerated for 

staying on the right track as best he can. Dryden's anti- 
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clerical sentiments are also vented here (cf. the opening 

lines of Absolom and Achitophel): 

In times o'ergrown with Rust and Ignorance, 
A gainfull Trade their Clergy did advance: 
When want of Learning kept the Laymen low, 
And none but Priests were Authorize to know: 
When what small Knowledge was, in them did dwell; 
And he a God who cou'd but Reade or Spell: 
Then Mother Church did mightily prevail: 
She parcel'd out the Bible by retail: 
But still expounded what she sold or gave; 
To keep it in her Power to Damn or Save. 

~^Tll. 370-379) 

Dryden's bitterness toward the Church's hoodwinking of 

the masses and lust for power is unmistakeable, and his 

denunciation has satiric force in that it shows how the 

Church was only able to maintain this control because of 

an unfair hoarding of knowledge. A final target for 

Dryden's satiric barbs are the Nonconformists, who go to 

the opposite extreme by maintaining that anyone has the 

right to interpret the Bible howsoever he pleases: 

The Common Rule was made the common Prey 
And at the mercy of the Rabble lay. 
The tender Page with horney Fists was gaul'd; 
And he was gifted most that loudest baul'd: 

Study and Pains were now no more their Care; 
Texts were explain'd by Fasting. and by Prayer : 
This was the Fruit the private Spirit brought; 
Occasion'd by great Zeal, and little Thought. 

(11. 402-405, 
413-416) 

This passage is calculated to evoke our scornful sneers, 

which makes it difficult for any tone of gravity and dignity 

to be maintained. R.W. McHenry, Jr., is thus quite correct 
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in noting that, beginning with the passage on Father Simon, 

the tone changes; there are fewer 

majestic passages, more satire, and 

more argument in verse, cool in tone 

21 and logical in form. 

My only quarrel with McHenry on this matter is that I 

detect just as much satire of the sort that detracts from 

stylistic majesty in the earlier sections of the poem dealing 

with the ancient philosophers and the deists. 

Gravity and dignity of tone are also sapped from 

Religio Laici by the presence of certain lurid and disgus¬ 

ting images. Irwin Ehrenpreis singles out the chief of 

these — Dryden's likening of the Nonconformists* approaching 

the Bible to a swarm of flies approaching food — as proof 

that the poem can be anything but majestic: 

While Crouds unlearned, with rude devotion warm. 
About the Sacred Viands buz and swarm, 
The Fly-blown Text creates a crawling Brood; __ 
And turns to Maggots what was meant for Food. 

In addition to this low image, we also encounter madmen (1. 

31), gluttons (1. 33), brutal animal sacrifice (11. 85-90), 

sickness (11. 119-120), and pointless martyrdom (1. 211). 

Dryden does not require that everything in a majestic work 

be beautiful, nobb, and desirable: vicious heroes, like 

Achilles, are proper inasmuch as the poet shows their vices, 

like "choler and obstinate desire of vengeance," as one 

23 would "rocks or quicksands, to be shunned." However 
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the vices of Achilles are portrayed with dignity and are 

balanced by his admirable courage; they are never merely 

loathsome, like crawling maggots. 

Finally, the familiar, conversational atmosphere 

of the poem which causes it to be "plain and natural" dim¬ 

inishes greatly its potential for gravity and sublimity, 

and thus for majesty. The poem is addressed to Henry Dick¬ 

inson, the translatbr of Father Simon's Critical History 

into English, whom Dryden addresses several times in the 

poem as "my Friend" in an effort to maintain an epistolary 

style. This virtually eliminates any gravity of tone, which 

can only flourish when there is considerable distance be¬ 

tween poet and audience. The tone of solemnity is further 

dispelled when Dryden interjects the self-effacing remarks 

for which is is so infamous. Addressing Dickinson and 

referring to the Critical History he says ; 

Thus far my Charity this path has try'd; 
(A much unskillful, but well meaning guide;) 
Yet what they are, e'en these crude thoughts were 

bred 
By reading that, which better thou has read. 

(11. 224-227) 

Here Dryden manages to insult himself four times in as 

many lines; his progress down this path of thought is in¬ 

complete, his charity is unskillful, his thoughts are crude, 

and he cannot read very well. It matters not whether he is 

serious in doing so or not; he loses our respect either way. 

Could anything be less sublime? 
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E. Transcendent Themes 

In Reliqio Laici a panoply of transcendent themes 

are treated: Reason, the Human Good, God, Sacred Truth, 

Heaven, Justice, Eternal Wisdom, Mercy, Christian Faith, 

Venerable Tradition, Church, the Moral Law, and Salvation. 

Dryden expects these themes to lend majesty to the poem just 

in virtue of their inherent nature, and there are passages 

where they do. Perhaps the most majestic lines of the poem 

are those with which it begins: 

Dim, as the borrow'd beams of Moon and Stars 
To lonely, weary, wandering Travellers, 
Is Reason to the Soul: And as on high 
Those rowling Fires discover but the Sky 
Not light us here; so Reason's glimmering Ray 
Was lent, not to assure our doubtfull way, 
But guide us upward to a better Day. 
And as those nightly Tapers disappear 
When Day's bright Lord ascends our Hemisphere; 
So pale grows Reason at Religions sight, 
So dyes, and so dissolves in Supernatural Light, 

(11. 1-11) 

However, it is easy to be carried away by the grandiose 

and turgid imagery and miss the main point of the passage: 

that reason is not so impressive after all. Accordingly, 

there is strife wrought by the way in which abstract reason 

imparts majesty to a passage in which its significance is 

dissolved. Similarly, the comparison between the soul and 

a "lonely, weary, wandring Traveller" reduces the former, 

which otherwise might thematically have lent majesty to the 

passage; to something almost contemptible. Thus the passage 

is a great deal less majestic on thematic grounds than it 
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appears on superficial glance. Upon reflection, one can 

discern that it is only the image complex joining religion, 

the sun, and supernatural light which provides any substan¬ 

tive grandeur here. 

Another place where Dryden undercuts the majesty 

belonging to certain themes in their abstract denominations 

is in his summary of the incarnation and propitiatory work 

of Christ. The passage is dotted with terms which by them¬ 

selves have transcendent signification: 

Had not Eternal Wisdom found the way: 
And with Coelestical Wealth supply'd thy Store: 
His Justice makes the Fine, his Mercy quits the Score. 
See God descending in thy Humane Frame; 
Th'offended, suff'ring in th'Offenders Name: 
All thy Misdeeds to him imputed see, 
And all his Righteousness devolv'd on thee. 

(11. 104-110) 

Nevertheless, the key to this section is the phrase "God 

descending," for it describes the process by which God is 

divested of all those qualities which make him majestic, and 

is transformed into a lowly, suffering, sacrificial victim 

separated from his righteousness. Again the majesty of 

the passage is more apparent than real; more a result of 

the independent meaning of its lofty terms than of their 

particular roles in it. 

F. Smooth and Flowing Sound 

Dryden does not regard Religio Laici as a smooth 
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and flowing poem: in the Preface he terms "lamentable" 

any critic who would object to its lack of smoothness, and 

in the last six lines of the poem he refers to his deliberate 

choice of "rugged, unpolish'd Verse." In both instances he 

appears to justify its Jack of smoothness by an appeal to 

his purely didactic aim; he does not want the reader to 

be distracted from his lesson by an appreciation of prosodic 

qualities. Too much smoothness, moreover, would make the 

poem artificial and thus work against him aim of making it 

plain and natural. 

Dryden's judgment on the poem may be confirmed by 

searching it for specific cases of harsh and irregular sound: 

let us consider the use of synaloephas, rhyme, alliteration 

and assonance, and meter. First, we have already noted 

(in Chapter II) how dryden esteems synaloephas (elision) 

for the way it introduces smoothness and how he employs it 

eleven times in the poem yet allows thirty-nine juxtaposi¬ 

tions of vowel sounds. One line contains two such offenses: 

May afterwards make Algebra a Sport. 
Cl. 239) 

Second, most of the rhymes in the poem are masculine, and 

Dryden clearly regards the masculine rhyme to be conducive 

to majestic sound. There are, however, some feminine 

rhymes: toyl/sail (11. 31-32), given/Heaven (11. 46-47), 

Translations/quotations (11. 242-243), intire/require (11. 

299-300), Tale/prevail (11. 348-349), prevail/retail (11. 
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376-377), and enquire/inspire (11. 388-389). In addition 

to these clearly feminine rhymes, there are a few more 

dubious cases: care/Ware (236-237), Care/spare (262-263), 

fair/Share (11. 394-395), and Care/Prayer (11. 413-414). 

These feminine rhymes are frequent enough to explain in part 

why Dryden finds the poem rough-sounding. There is less 

basis for this judgment in the third area of alliteration 

and assonance, which are employed to considerable advantage 

in making the poem musical. Many lines are highly allitera¬ 

tive: 

Dim, as the borrow'd beams of Moon and Stars 
To lonely, weary, wandring Travellers. 

(11. 1-2) 

The last Appeal .from Fortune, and from Fate. 
(1. 59) 

Some Price, that bears proportion, must be paid. 
(1. 113) 

Till Sin spread once again the Shades of Night. 
(1. 182) 

More safe, and much more modest 'tis, to say 
(1. 295) 

More limpid, more unsoyl*d the Waters flow. 
(1. 341) 

Than by Disputes the publick Peace disturb. 
(1. 448) 

Assonance is not quite as frequent, but when it occurs, it 

definitely sounds mellifluous: 

Or canst thou lower dive, or higher climb? 
Tl. 77) 

So nicely pondered, yet so strçmgly wrought. 
(1. 245) 
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lines of intensely focussed sound: 
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Unmade. unmov'd; yet making, moving All 
(1. 17) 

Nor proudly seek beyond our pow'r to know. 
Tl. 430) 

Finally, it is otherwise with meter; there are a multi¬ 

tude of lines which contain the wrong number of syllables 

and/or stresses on the wrong syllables: 

Dim, as the borrow'd beams of Moon and Stars 
(1. 1) 

Or various Atoms interfering Dance 
(1. 18) 

Cries the Mighty Secret's found. 
(1. 43) 

Are variously dispens'd to Humane kind 
(1. 54) 

To one sole GOD 
(1. 84) 

And great Oppressours might Heaven's Wrath beguile. 
(1* 91) 

Still to be Sick, till Heaven reveal the Cure 
(1. 120) 

None answ'ring the great ends of humane kind. 
(1. 131) 

Whether from length of Time its worth we draw 
(1. 134) 

Starving their Gain, and Martyrdom their Price 
(1.145) 

Witness this weighty Book, in which appears 
(1. 234) 

'Twere worth both Testaments, and cast in the Creed. 
(1. 283) 
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From the same Scripture urges he's but MAN. 
(1. 313) 

For the Streight-gate wou'd be made streighter yet. 
(1. 324) 

With the whole Tenour of the Work Divine 
(1. 330) 

Scripture was scarce, and as the Market went. 
(1. 380) 

Study and Pains were now no more their Care 
(1. 413) 

The irregularity of rhyme in these lines, when combined 

with that of the lines containing feminine rhymes, makes for 

a poem with much less fluency than it might have, perhaps 

because Dryden thought that more fluency would make the 

poem less plain and natural. 

G. Compression of Sense 

The devices which Dryden associates with succinct¬ 

ness are triplets, alexandrines, and line closure. He 

insists that a majestic poem be succinct on two grounds: 

first, that if its sense sprawls in an undignified manner, 

it will take on a rank and indecent luxuriance in style. In 

addition, he believes that highly concentrated meaning will 

make it necessary for the reader to pause and reflect upon 

what is being said and hence will promote that sense of 

leisurely motion which is essential to stylistic majesty. 

Now Religio Laici is an extremely compact poem considering 
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the amount of material it covers; in 450 lines Dryden 

surveys ancient philosophy, patristic controversies, and 

modern sectarian conflict. This compression of sense is 

achieved with the aid of only one alexandrine: 

His Justice makes the Fine, his Mercy quits the Score. 
(1. 106) 

Seven triplets are dispersed through the poem, and some 

are masterpieces of succinctness, like this summary and 

rebuke of Epicureanism: 

In Pleasure some their glutton Souls would steep; 
But found their Line too short, the Well too deep; 
And leaky Vessels which no Bliss cou'd keep* 

(11. 33-35) 

Others may be criticized for the way in which the sense of 

the previous line spills awkwardly over into them. In 

these lines from the beginning of the poem, what might have 

been gained from the triplet is lost from the excessive 

enjambment. 

Dim, as the borrow'd beams of Moon and Stars 
To lonely, weary, wandring Travèllers 
Is Reason to the Soul. And as on high 
Those rowling Fires discover but the sky 
Not light us here; so Reasons glimmering Ray 
Was lent; not to assure our doubtful way, 
But guide us upward to a better Day. 

Til. 1-7) 

If the point of the triplet is to promote line closure, 

this triplet is certainly an embarassment for Dryden; the 

middle sentence of this passage stumbles through three lines, 

disrupting the unity of the triplet and of the lines in the 

middle of which it begins and ends, respectively. A similar 
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case in which the rule of line closure is flagrantly vio¬ 

lated, though it dares not involve a triplet, is Dryden's 

denunciation of the Catholic Church for claiming sole rights 

over Biblical interpretation: 

But first they would assume, with wondrous Art, 
Themselves to be the whole who are but part 
Of that vast Frame, the Church; yet grant they were 
The handers down, can they from thence infer 
A right t'interpret? or wou'd they alone 
Who brought the Present, claim it for their own? 

(11. 358-363) 

Thus, though Dryden is generally attentive to the proprieties 

of half-line closure, he is lax concerning line and couplet 

closure. To the extent that he is lax in this regard, 

Religio Laici falls short of his own standard for stylistic 

majesty. 



CHAPTER IV: 

CONCLUSION 

From the foregoing observation one may conclude 

that Religio Laici is a poem in which the attempt at 

stylistic majesty amid plainness and naturalness is partially 

realized and partially not. The inherent instabilities 

wrought by the forcing together of elements from the low 

style and the high style are evident in the poem. While it 

tends toward majesty in the leisurely yet inexorable movement 

of its main argument, in the transcendent nature of its 

themes, and in the succinctness of its dialectic, it tends 

away from majesty in the obscurity over which religious 

position is being advanced, its satiric and familiar tone, 

its low images, and the roughness of its sound, meter, and 

rhyme. A sense of expedient compromise pervades the poem, 

and the way in which Dryden attempts to juggle the con¬ 

flicting claims of divergent religious perspectives is 

mirrored by the way in which he tries to unify a diversity 

of stylistic ambitions under the rubric of the legislative 

style. The problem with this program is that majesty is 

not the kind of stylistic quality which lends itself easily 

to compromise. Instead, it is a demanding poetic virtue 

which requires the sacrifice of a great deal else, especially 

among the milder qualities like plainness and naturalness. 

Dryden has the sense to realize this, and after Religio 

Laici he makes no serious attempt to continue writing in 
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the legislative style. Religio Laici therefore must be 

viewed finally as an experiment in stylistics which fails, 

but which fails in an interesting way. 
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