
THE DEFENSE OF POES� 

WHEN the right virtuous Edward Wotton and I were at 

the Emperor's court together, we gave ourselves to learn 

horsemanship of John Pietro Pugliano, one that with 

great commendation had the place of an esquire in his 

stable; and he, according to the fertileness of the Italian 5 

wit, did not only afford us the demonstration of his prac­

tice, but sought to enrich our minds with the contempla­

tions therein which he thought most precious. But with 

none I remember mine ears were at any time more 

loaden, than when - either angered with slow payment, 10 

or moved with our learner-like admiration - he exercised 

his speech in the praise of his faculty. He said soldiers 

were the noblest estate of mankind, and horsemen the 

noblest of soldiers. He said they were the masters of 

war and ornaments of peace, speedy goers and strong 1 5 
abiders, triumphers both in camps and courts. Nay, to 

so unbelieved a point he proceeded, as that no earthly 

thing bred such wonder to a prince as to be a good 

horseman; skill of government was but a pedanteria in 

comparison. Then would he add certain praises, by tell- 20 

ing what a peerless beast the horse was, the only service­

able courtier without flattery, the beast of most beauty, 

faithfulness, courage, and such more, that if I had not 
been a piece of a logician before I came to him, I think 

he would have persuaded me to have wished myself a 25 
horse. But thus much at least with his no few words he 

drave into me, that self-love is better than any gilding to 

make that seem gorgeous wherein ourselves be parties. 
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Wherein if Pugliano's strong affection and weak argu­

ments will not satisfy you, I will give you a nearer ex­

ample of myself, who, I know not by what mischance, in 

these my not old years and idlest times, having slipped 

s into the title of a poet, am provoked to say something 

unto you in the defense of that my unelected vocation, 

which if I handle with more good will than good reasons, 

bear with me, since the scholar is to be pardoned that 

followeth the steps of his master. And yet I must say 

10 that, as I have just cause to make a pitiful defense of 

poor poetry, which from almost the highest estimation of 

learning is fallen to be the laughing-stock of children, 

so have I need to bring some more available proofs, since 

the former is by no man barred of his deserved credit, 

•s the silly latter hath had even the names of philosophers

used to the defacing of it, with great danger of civil war

among the Muses. 

And first, truly, to all them that, professing learning, 

inveigh against poetry, may justly be objected that they 
20 go very near to ungratefulness, to seek to deface that 

which, in the noblest nations and languages that are 

known, hath been the first light-giver to ignorance, and 

first nurse, whose milk by little and little enabled them 

to feed afterwards of tougher knowledges. And will they 

•s now play the hedgehog, that, being received into the

den, drave out his host? Or rather the vipers, that with

their birth kill their parents? Let learned Greece in any 
of her manifold sciences be able to show me one book 

before Musreus, Homer, and Hesiod, all three nothing 

3o else but poets. Nay, let any history be brought that can 

say any writers were there before them, if they were not 

men of the same skill, as. Orpheus, Linus, and some other 
are named, who, having been the first of that country 

that made pens deliverers of their knowledge to their 
3s posterity, may justly challenge to be called their fathers 



POETS THE FIRST PHILOSOPIIERS. 3 

in learning. For not only in time they had this priority 
- although in itself antiquity be venerable - but went
before them as causes, to draw with ·their charming sweet­
ness the wild untamed wits to an admiration of knowl­
edge. So as Amphion was said to move stones with his s
poetry to build Thebes, and Orpheus to be listened to by
beasts, - indeed stony and beastly people. So among
the Romans were Livius Andronicus and Ennius ; so in
the Italian language the first that made it aspire to be a
treasure-house of science were the poets Dante, Boccace, 10 

and Petrarch ; so in our English were Gower and
Chaucer, after whom, encouraged and delighted with
their excellent foregoing, others have followed to beautify
our mother-tongue, as well in the same kind as in other
arts. 15 

This did so notably show itself, that the philosophers 
of Greece durst not a long time appear to the world but 
under the masks of poets. So Thales, Empedocles, and 
Parmenides sang their natural philosophy in verses ; so 
did Pythagoras and Phocylides their moral counsels; so 20 

did Tyrtreus in war matters, and Solon in matters of 
policy; or rather they, being poets, did exercise their 
delightful vein in those points of highest knowledge 
which before them lay hidden to the world. For that 
wise Solon was directly a poet it is manifest, having 25 

written in verse the notable fable of the Atlantic Island 
which was continued by Plato. And truly even Plato 
whosoever well considereth, shall find that in the body 
of his work though the inside and strength were phi­
losophy, the skin as it were and beauty depended most 30 

of poetry. For all standeth upon dialogues; wherein he 
feigneth many honest burgesses of Athens to speak of 
such matters that, if they had been set on the rack, they 
would never have confessed them ; besides his poetical 
describing the circumstances of their meetings, as the 35 
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well-ordering of a banquet, the delicacy of a walk, with 
interlacing mere tales, as Gyges' Ring and others, which 
who knoweth not to be flowers of poetry did never walk 
into Apollo's garden. 

s And even historiographers, although their lips sound 
of things done, and verity be written in their foreheads, 
have been glad to borrow both fashion and perchance 

weight of the poets. So Herodotus entituled his history 
by the name of the nine Muses ; and both he and all 

10 the rest that followed him either stole or usurped of 
poetry their passionate describing of passions, the many 
particularities of battles which no man could affirm, or, 
if that be denied me, long orations put in the mouths 
of great kings and captains, which it is certain they 

15 never pronounced. 
Sa that truly neither philosopher nor historiographer 

could at the first have entered into the gates of popular 
judgmeuts, if they had not taken a great passport of 
poetry, which in all nations at this day, where learning 

20 flourisheth not, is plain to be seen ; in all which they 
have some feeling of poetry. In Turkey, besides their 
lawgiving divines they have no other writers but poets. 
In our neighbor country Ireland, where truly learning 
goeth very bare, yet are their poets held in a devout 

23 reverence. Even among the most barbarous and simple 
Indians, where no writing is, yet have they their poets, 
who make and sing songs ( which they call areytos), both 
of their ancestors' deeds and praises of their gods, - a 
sufficient probability that, if ever learning come among 

30 them, it must be by having their hard dull wits softened 
and sharpened with the sweet delights of poetry; for 
until they find a pleasure in the exercise of the mind, 
great promises of much knowledge will little persuade 
them that know not the fruits of knowledge. In Wales, 

35 the true remnant of the ancient Britons, as there are 
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good authorities to show the long time they had poets 

which they called bards, so through all the conquests 

of Romans, Saxons, Danes, and Normans, some of whom 

did seek to ruin all memory of learning from among 

them, yet do their poets even to this day last; so as it s 

is not more notable in soon beginning, than in long con­

tinuing. 

But since the authors of most of our sciences were 

the Romans, and before them the Greeks, let us a little 

stand upon their authorities, but even so far as to see ,o 
what names they have given unto this now scorned skill. 

Among the Romans a poet was called vales, which is as 

much as a diviner, foreseer, or prophet, as by his con­

joined words, vaticinizim and vaticinari, -is manifest ; 

so heavenly a title did that excellent people bestow upon ,5 

this heart-ravishing knowledge. And so far were they 

carried into the admiration thereof, that they thought in 

the chanceable hitting upon any such verses great fore­

tokens of their following fortunes were placed ; where­

upon grew the word of Sortes Virgi!iana:, when by 20 

sudden opening Virgil's book they lighted upon some 

verse of his making. Whereof the Histories of the Em­

perors' Lives are full : as of Albinus, the governor of our 

island, who in his childhood met with this verse, 

Arma amens capio, nee sat rationis in armis, 

and in his age performed it. Although it were a very 

vain and godless superstition, as also it was to think that 

spirits were commanded by such verses - whereupon 

this word charms, derived of carmina, cometh - so yet 

serveth it to show the great reverence those wits were 30 
held in, and altogether not without ground, since both 

the oracles of Delphos and Sibylla's prophecies were 

wholly delivered in verses; for that same exquisite observ­

ing of number and measure in words, and that high-
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flying liberty of conceit proper to the poet, did seem 

tc have some divine force in it. 

And may not I presume a little further to show the 

reasonableness of this word vales, and say that the holy 

s David's Psalms are a divine poem? If I do, I shall not 

do it without the testimony of great learned men, both 

ancient and modern. But even the name of Psalms will 

speak for me, which, being interpreted, is nothing but 

Songs; then, that it is fully written in metre, as all 
10 learned Hebricians agree, although the rules be not yet 

fully found; lastly and principally, his handling his proph­

ecy, which is merely poetical. For what else is the awak­

ing his musical instruments, the often and free changing 

of persons, his notable prosopopc:eias, when he maketh 

15 you, as it were, see God coming in His majesty, his tell­

ing of the beasts' joyfulness and hills' leaping, but a 

heavenly poesy, wherein almost he showeth himself a 

passionate lover of that unspeakable and everlasting 

beauty to be seen by the eyes of the mind, only cleared 
20 by faith? But truly now having named him, I fear I 

seem to profane that holy name, applying it to poetry, 

which is among us thrown down to so ridiculous an esti­

mation. But they that with quiet judgments will look 

a little deeper into it, shall find the end and working of 

25 it such as, being rightly applied, deserveth not to be 

scourged out of the church of God. 

But now let us see how the Greeks named it and how 

they deemed of it. The Greeks called him 1rot'Y}T�v, 

which name hath, as the most excellent, gone through 

30 other languages. It cometh of this word ?TOt€tv, which 

is "to make " ; wherein I know not whether by luck or 

wisdom we Englishmen have met with the Greeks in 

calling him a maker. Which name how high and incom­

parable a title it is, I had rather were known by mark-

35 ing the scope of other sciences than by any partial 
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allegation. There is no art delivered unto mankind that 

hath not the works of nature for his principal object, 

without which they could not consist, and on which they 
so depend as they become actors and players, as it were, 

of what nature will have set forth. So doth the astron- s 

omer look upon the stars, and, by that he seeth, set down 
what order nature bath taken therein. So do the geome­

trician and arithmetician in their divers sorts of quantities. 
So doth the musician in times tell you which by nature 

agree, which not. The natural philosopher thereon bath 10 

his name, and the moral philosopher standeth upon the 

natural virtues, vices, and passions of man; and " follow 
nature," saith he, "therein, and thou shalt not err." 

The lawyer saith what men have determined, the his­

torian what men have done. The grammarian speaketh •s 

only of the rules of speech, and the rhetorician and logi­

cian, considering what in nature will soonest prove and 
persuade, thereon give artificial rules, which still are com­

passed within the circle of a question, according to the 

proposed matter. The physician weigheth the nature of 20 

man's body, and the nature of things helpful or hurt­

ful unto it. And the metaphysic, though it be in the 

second and abstract notions, and therefore be counted 

supernatural, yet doth he, indeed, build upon the depth 

of nature. 25 

Only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such sub­

jection, lifted up with the vigor of his own invention, 

doth grow, in effect, into another nature, in making 

things either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite 

anew, forms such as never were in nature, as the heroes, 30 

demi-gods, cyclops, chimeras, furies, and such like ; so 

as he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed 

within the narrow warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging 

within the zodiac of his own wit. Nature never set 

forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have 35 
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done; neither with pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, sweet­smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too­mnch-lovecl earth more lovely; her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden. 
5 But let those things alone, and go to man -for whom as the other things arc, so it seemeth in him her utter­most cunning is employed - and know whether she have brought forth so true a lover as Theagenes ; so constant a friend as Pylades; so valiant a man as Orlando ; so 

10 right a prince as Xenophon's Cyrus; so excellent a man every way as Virgil's JEneas? Neither let this be jestingly conceived, because the works of the one be essential, the other in imitation or fiction; for any understanding knoweth the skill of each artificer standeth 
15 in that idea, or fore-conceit of the work, and not in the work itself. And that the poet hath that idea is mani­fest, by delivering them forth in such excellency as he hath imagined them. Which delivering forth, also, is not wholly imaginative, as we are wont to say by them 
20 that build castles in the air; but so far substantially it . worketh, not only to make a Cyrus, which had been but ._ · a particular excellency, as nature might have clone, butto bestow a Cyrus upon the world to make many Cyruses, if they will learn aright why and how that maker made •s him. Neither let it be deemed too saucy a compar;::;onto balance the highest point of man's wit with the efficacyof nature; but rather give right honor to the Heavenly Maker of that maker, who, having made man to His cwn likeness, set him beyond and over all the works of that 
3o second nature. Which in nothing he showeth so much as in poetry, when with the force of a divine breath he bringeth things forth far surpassing her doings, with no small argument to the incredulous of that first accursed fall of Adam, -since our erected wit maketh us know what 
35 perfection is, and yet our infected will keepeth us from 
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reaching unto it. But these arguments will by few be 
understood, and by fewer granted; thus much I hope 
will be given me, that the Greeks with some pr.obability 
of reason gave him the name above all names of learn­
'· 

9 

mg. s 
Now let us go to a more ordinary opening of him, 

that the truth may be the more palpable ; and so, I hope, 
though we get not so unmatched a praise as the ety­
mology of his names will grant, yet his very description, 
which no man will deny, shall not justly be barred from 10 

a principal commendation. 
Poesy, therefore, is an art of imitation, for so Aris­

totle termeth it in his word /J,L/J,YJcri,, that is to say, a 
representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth; to speak 
metaphorically, a speaking picture, with this end, - to •s 
teach and delight. 

Of this have been three general kinds. The chief, both 
in antiquity and excellency, were they that did imitate 
the inconceivable excellencies of God. Such were David 
in his Psalms; S:::>lomon in his Song of Songs, in his 20 

Ecclesiastes and Proverbs; Moses and Deborah in their 
Hymns; and the writer of Job; which, beside other, the 
learned Emanuel Tremellius and Franciscus Junius do 
entitle the poetical part of the Scripture. Against these 
none will speak that hath the Holy Ghost in due holy 25 

reverence. In this kind, though in a full wrong divinity, 
were Orpheus, Arnphion, Homer in his Hymns, and 
I!!any other, both Greeks and Romans. And this poesy 
must be used by whosoever will follow St. James' coun­
sel in singing psalms when they are merry; and I know 30 

is used with the fruit of comfort' by some, when, in sorrow­
ful pangs of their death-bringing sins, they find the con­
solation of the never-leaving goodness. 

The second kind is of them that deal with matters 
philosophical : either moral, as Tyrtreus, Phocylides, and 35 

Shankar Raman
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remembrance back to itself, and so most strongly con­

firmeth it. Besides, one word so, .1s it were, begetting 

another, as, be it in rime or measured verse, by the 
former a man shall have a near guess to the follower. 

s Lastly, even they that have tmght the art of memory 

have showed nothing so apt for it as a certain room 

divided into many places, well and throughly known ; 

now that hath the verse in effect perfectly, every word 

having his natural seat, which seat must needs make the 

10 word remembered. But what needeth more in a thing so 

known to all men? Who is it that ever was a scholar 

that doth not carry away some verses of Virgil, Horace, 

or Cato, which in his youth he learned, and even to his 

old age serve him for hourly lessons? as : 

15 Percontatorem fugito, nam garrulus idem est. 

Dum sibi quisque placet, credula turba sumus. 

But the fitness it hath for memory is notably proved by 

all delivery of arts, wherein, for the most part, from 

grammar to logic, mathematic, physic, and the rest, the 

20 rules chiefly necessary to be borne away are compiled in 

verses. So that verse being in itself sweet and orderly, 

and being best for memory, the only handle of knowl­

edge, it must be in jest that any man can speak against it. 

Now then go we to the most important imputations 

25 laid to the poor poets; for aught I can yet learn they 

are these. 

First, that there being many other more fruitful knowl­

edges, a man might better spend his time in them than 

in this. 

3o Secondly, that it is the mother of lies. 

Thirdly, that it is the nurse of abuse, infecting us with 

many pestilent desires, with a siren's sweetness drawing 

the mind to the serpent's tail of sinful fancies, - and 

herein especially comedies give the largest field to ear, 
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as Chaucer saith; how, both in other nations and in ours, 
before poets did soften us, we were full of courage, given 
to martial exercises, the pillars of manlike liberty, and 
not lulled asleep in shady idleness with poets' pastimes. 

35 

And, lastly and chiefly, they cry out with an open mouth, s 
as if they had overshot Robin Hood, that Plato banished 
them out of his Commonwealth. Truly this is much, if 
there be much truth in it. 

First, to the first, that a man might better spend his 
time is a reason indeed; but it doth, as they say, but 10 

petere principium. For if it be, as I affirm, that no learn­
ing is so good as that which teacheth and moveth to 
virtue, and that none can both teach and move thereto 
so much as poesy, then is the conclusion manifest that 
ink and paper cannot be to a more profitable purpose 15 
employed. And certainly, though a man should grant 
their first assumption, it should follow, me thinks, very 
unwillingly, that good is not good because better is 
better. But I still and utterly deny that there is sprung 
out of earth a more fruitful knowledge. 20 

To the second, therefore, that they should be the 
principal liars, I answer paradoxically, but truly, I think 
truly, that of all writers under the sun the poet is the 
least liar; and though he would, as a poet can scarcely 
be a liar. The astronomer, with his cousin the geometri- 25 

cian, can hardly escape when they take upon them to 
measure the height of the stars. How often, think you, 
do the physicians lie, when they aver things good for 
sicknesses, which afterwards send Charon a great number 
of souls drowned in a potion before they come to his 30 

ferry? And no less of the rest which take upon them to 
affirm. Now for the poet, he nothing affirmeth, and 
therefore never lieth. For, as I take it, to lie is to affirm 
that to be true which is false ; so as the other artists, and 
especially the historian, affirming many things, can, in 35 
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the cloudy knowledge of mankind, hardly escape from 

many lies. But the poet, as I said before, never affirrneth. 

The poet never rnaketh any circles about your imagina­

tion, to conjure you to believe for true what he writeth. 

5 He citeth not authorities of other histories, but even for 

his entry calleth the sweet Muses to inspire into him a 

good invention ; in troth, not laboring to tell you what 

is or is not, but what should or should not be. And 

therefore though he recount things not true, yet because 

Io he telleth them not for true he lieth not; without we 

will say that Nathan lied in his speech, before alleged, 

to David; which, as a wicked man durst scarce say, so 

think I none so simple would say that �sop lied in the 

tales of his beasts; for who thinketh that �sop wrote it 

,5 for actually true, were well worthy to have his name 

chronicled among the beasts he writeth of. What child 

is there that, corning to a play, and seeing Thebes writ­

ten in great letters upon an old door, doth believe that 

it is Thebes? If then a man can arrive at that child's-

20 age, to know that the poet's persons and doings are but 

pictures what should be, and noi: stories what have been, 

they will never give the lie to things not affirmatively but 

allegorically and figuratively written. And therefore, as in 

history looking for truth, they may go away full-fraught 

,5 with falsehood, so in poesy looking but for fiction, they 

shall u£e the narration but as an imaginative ground-plot 

of a profitable invention. But hereto is replied that 

the poets give names to men they write of, which argueth 

a conceit of an actual truth, and so, not being true, 

30 proveth a falsehood. And doth the lawyer lie then, 

when, under the names of John of the Stile, and John 

of the Nokes, he putteth his case? But that is easily 

answered : their naming of men is but to make their 

picture the more lively, and not to build any history. 

35 Painting men, they cannot leave men nameless. We see 
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we cannot play at chess but that we must give names to 
our chess-men; and yet, me thinks, he were a very par­

tial champion of truth that would say we lied for giving 

37 

a piece of wood the reverend title of a bishop. The 

poet nameth Cyrus and .!Eneas no other way than to 5 

show what men of their fames, fortunes, and estates 

should do. 

Their third is, how much it abuseth men's wit, training 

it to wanton sinfulness and lustful love. For indeed that 

is the principal, if not the only, abuse I can hear alleged. ro 
They say the comedies rather teach than reprehend 

amorous conceits. They say the lyric i;; larded with pas­

sionate sonnets, the elegiac weeps the want of his 

mistress, and that even to the heroical Cupid hath 

ambitiously climbed. Alas ! Love, I would thou couldst 15 

as well defend thyself as thou canst offend others ! I 

wouL:l those on whom thou dost attend could either put 

thee away, or yield good reason why they keep thee ! 

But grant love of beauty to be a beastly fault, although 

it be very hard, since only man, and no beast, hath that 20 

gift to discern beauty; grant that lovely name of Love 
to deserve all hateful reproaches, although even some of 

my masters the philosophers spent a good deal of their 

lamp-oil in setting forth the excellency of it; grant, I 

say, whatsoever they will have granted, - that not only 25 

love, but lust, but vanity, but, if they list, scurrility, posr 

sesseth many leaves of the poets' books ; yet think I when 

this is granted, they will find their sentence may with 

good manners put the last words foremost, and not say 

that poetry abuseth man's wit, but that man's wit abuseth 30 

poetry. For I will not deny, but that man's wit may 

make poesy, which should be dKa<rnK1, which some 

learned have defined, figuring forth good things, to be 

cf,av-racrnK1, which doth contrariwise infect the fancy with 

unworthy objects; as the painter that should give to 35 
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the eye either some excellent perspective, or some fine 
picture fit for building or fortification, or containing in it 
some notable example, as Abraham sacrificing his son 
Isaac, Judith killing Holofernes, David fighting with 

5 Goliath, may leave those, and please an ill-pleased eye 
with wanton shows of better-hidden matters. But what ! 
shall the abuse of a thing make the right use odious? 
Nay, truly, though I yield that poesy may not only be 
abused, but that being abused, by the reason of his sweet 

10 charming force, it can do more hurt than any other army 
of words, yet shall it be so far from concluding that the 
abuse should give reproach to the abused, that contrari­
wise it is a good reason, that whatsoever, being abused, 
doth most harm, being rightly used - and upon the right 

15 use each thing receiveth his title - doth most good. Do 
we not see the skill of physic, the best rampire to our 
often-assaulted bodies, being abused, teach poison, the 
most violent destroyer? Doth not knowledge of law, 
whose end is to even and right all things, being abused, 

20 grow the crooked fosterer of horrible injuries·? Doth not, 
to go in the highest, God's word abused breed heresy, and 
his name abused become blasphemy? Truly a needle 
cannot do much hurt, and as truly- with leave of ladies 
be it spoken - it cannot do much good. With a sword 

25 thou mayst kill thy father, and with a sword thou mayst 
defend thy prince and country. So that, as in their call­
ing poets the fathers of lies they say nothing, so in this 
their argument of abuse they prove the commendation. 

They allege herewith, that before poets began to be 
30 in price our nation hath set their hearts' delight upon 

action, and not upon imagination; rather doing things 
worthy to be written, than writing things fit to be done. 
What that before-time was, I think scarcely Sphinx can 
tell ; since no memory is so ancient that hath the prece-

35 dence of poetry. And certain it is that, in our plainest 


