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Key Words: Baroque, Crashaw, Herbert, Greville  

Within the span of two years the project 

intends to study the redefinition and 

rupture of bodily, experiential, and even 

disciplinary boundaries on the subject’s 

way towards the sacred and the religious. 

In the second year, I aim to further utilize 

the Baroque modes of remapping of 

experiential and disciplinary boundaries as 

test cases for postmodern experimentation 

of VR and hypertexts. The main purposes 

of viewing these latter experiments in light 

of the Baroque experience is both to gauge 

the difference between the Baroque 

remapping and the postmodern innovation 

and to highlight the underlying historical, 

political, and even religious agenda in VR 

and hypertexts by bringing in the 17th 

century endeavors At the beginning of the 

first year, I have made preliminary studies 

of Richard Crashaw and George Herbert. 

The difference in religious leanings is 

clearly revealed in the different poetic 

styles of the two poets: Crashaw’s Roman 

Catholic sympathy gravitates him towards 

the ecstatic spirit of the Baroque but on 

the other hand, Herbert, the devout 

Protestant parson and religious poet, has 

to face the overdetermined and knotty 

question of idolatry, verbal or otherwise, 

in his effort to create pious artwork 

worthy of appreciation but nevertheless 

purged of self-indulgence or excess. 

The immediate aim of this stage of 

study is to clarify the manners in which 

English religious poets of the 17th century 

transplant and revitalize the continental 

influence. This objective will help us gain 

further understanding of the questions of 

national imaginary and particular cultural 

re-contextualization. Within the purview 

of English poets, such as Sidney and 

Spenser, the re-contextualizations and 

national imaginaries, in response to overt 

religious conflicts between England and the 

Catholic Church, intervene poetically. In 

the critical or poetic works of Sidney or 

Spenser, the autonomous identity of the 

poetic output is closely related to the 

fashioning of national identity (the 

educational ideals of Roger Ascham and 

Ricard Mulcaster would be the more 

obvious examples). The political and 

religious conviction of the successors of 

Queen Elizabeth could not be seen as 

inducements to an atmosphere that fosters 

the relatively unrestrained artistic 

spectacle of the counterreformation. 

On the other hand, the absence or the 

avoidance of open conflict in the 

continental style within the island forces 

the Baroque drive, together with its 

political and cultural undercurrents, to 

adopt other guises. One of the ways to 

re-enact or sublimate the religious and 

political polemics is to internalize and to 

turn inwardly in such a manner that the 

introspection and contemplation verge on 

a kind of verbal S-M, a self-perpetuating 

irony applied to others as well as to 

oneself. That is to say, the Baroque 

impulse often than not appears in the  
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re-contextualization. And all these 

complexes, in my opinion, culminate in 

ambivalence that bespeaks the complex 

intertwining of national imaginary and he 

ambiguity and self-irony of the poetic 

language. 

    The uniqueness of this poetic 

representation lies in the fact that its 

connection with the great tradition of 

ekphrasis and the innovative drive of the 

Baroque period is manifested through a 

minor tradition of internalization and 

(self-)irony (its minority does not depends 

on its widespread presence but lies in its 

self-perpetuating ironies that forces its 

verbal life totally incapable of staking out 

its own territorial rights). This particular 

twist of the event re-configures the already 

complicated crisscrossing of different 

artistic areas prevalent in the period: the 

probing of the limits ofexperience, or even 

the probing of the boundaries for their 

own worth is undertaken in a submerged 

and internalized fashion, i.e. in a verbal 

way. Coupled with the national imaginary 

and religious considerations, the problems 

of border-crossing become extremely acute 

in the works of the 17th century religious 

poets A preliminary understanding of the 

complex inward turn is best exemplified in 

one of the less-known figure of the Sidney 

circle, i.e. Fulke Greville, Lord Brooke, the 

author of a biography of Sidney, sonnets, 

and “treatises”—long poems—on political 

and religious issues. 

 

 

 

works of the English writers in an cultural 

According to Yvor Winters’ Forms of 

Discovery, the so-called plain style 

indigenous to the English soil is a poetic 

tradition that stands apart from the 

imported  sophistication of Petrarchan 

sonnets. The reason that the sonnet 

sequence of Fulke Greville deserves 

attention is because the poet not only 

inherits the rich style of the Shakespearean 

sonnets but also he so weaves the wealth 

of imageries into a density of syntax and 

ironies that despite the excessive richness, 

the works resettle into an austere 

plainness. In my view, this amounts to a 

realization of Calvinist style and content 

in Greville’s poetic works. This can be 

compared to what Eramus is doing in his 

famous The Praise of Folly. Although the 

claims of reason, won through the 

carnivalesque (as Robert M. Adams has 

reminded us of the pertinence of Bakhtin’s 

discussion of Rablais in the critical 

excerpts included in the Norton critical 

edition of The Praise of Folly and Other 

Writings ), is ultimately a defeated ideal, 

Greville’s poetic works can be looked 

upon as a realization in the particular 

English clime of an Erasmian “praise of 

folly.” It is in this sense that Greville can 

be looked upon as a poet that stands at the 

threshold of 17th century, rounding off the 

chapter that begins with Spenser and 

starting another one that will include the 

18th century. 

It would be not difficult to find 

important concerns that have already  
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reached maturity in Shakespeare, Sidney, 

and Spenser. The questions of verbal 

idolatry and the interaction or agon 

between language and other artistic media 

long established in the 17th century are 

further developed in Greville’s poems. For 

him the question lies in clarifying the 

manner in which language re-presents 

other sensory experiences; for him the 

central concern is to grasp the way 

language, the language of reason, or reason 

manifested in the poetic discourse, comes 

to unsettle the spectacle of sensory or 

artistic display. 

In the process of studying the sonnets and 

long treatises of Fulke Greville, I have 

noticed several noteworthy traits of the 

poet: 1) The return to the plain style is 

actually a critique of the imperialism of 

sensory excess, a kind of political 

ekphrasis. The call for going back to the 

words themselves carries its own dose of 

polemics: the return to words themselves 

is itself a political move, a political 

puritanism. 2) This reformation or 

revolution in poetic language is a move 

towards thinking  through various 

sensory modes, whether they be auditory 

or visual. It proclaims that the primacy of 

verbal thinking and of thoughts expressed 

in words are equal to or take precedence 

over visual or other sensory experiments. 

Here we can glimpse a decisive view on 

the battle between verbal and visual 

 

experience.  3) The spiritual kinship 

between Greville and Northern artists can 

be helpful in our appreciation of both the 

poet and Northern artists. The link 

between the two perhaps lies in the 

common strain of Calvinism in both. The 

multiple viewpoints, in contrast to 

one-point perspective of the Southern art, 

described by Svetlana Alpers in her The 

Art of Description , and the minimalism of 

an Northern artist like Holbein, in the face 

of mourning and melacholia, analyzed by 

Kristeva in The Dark Sun, are related to 

the austere plainness of Greville. I think 

we can look upon the minimalism and 

verbal asceticism of Greville as 

mechanisms of repetition, acts of 

allegorizing the perceptual law of 

one-point perspective, of meditating on 

human depravity and inconstancy. 

The next step is to bring this battery 

of concerns into the exploration of VR and 

hypertexts with the aim of seeing our 

mapping of the political and religious 

terrain of the Baroque is imaginatively 

re-negotiated by VR ventures. In short, we 

will further study how the re-plotting of 

disciplinary and experiential territories by 

the revolutionary VR and hypertext 

ventures can be compared to and profited 

from our earlier understanding of ekphrasis 

and verbal asceticism in Greville’s works. 

 

 


