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Introduction 
 

 

The stealing of Miss Belle Fermor’s hair, was taken too seriously, and caused an 

estrangement between the two families, though they had lived so long in great 

friendship before. A common acquaintance and well-wisher to both, desired me to 

write a poem to make a jest of it, and laugh them together again. It was with this view 

that I wrote the Rape of the Lock, which was well received, and had its effect in the 

two families.1  

 

This small comment tells the story of how one of the most interesting poems of the eighteenth 

century came to be written – The Rape of the Lock. It is also an instruction on how to 

appreciate it. In his own words, Alexander Pope shows us how he himself considers his most 

famous poem: as a humorous attempt to solve an unfortunate situation. This paradoxical 

approach, using laughter to deal with offence, runs through every part of the poem and gives 

rise to the chief question concerning it: Should readers laugh at this or take it seriously? The 

ambition is made clear: Pope will through humour point out and explain the misunderstanding 

and by the explanation make Miss Arabella and her family forgive and forget the offence that 

has so upset her. But even though the tone of the letter is good humoured, the tone of The 

Rape of the Lock is rather quite sharp. Most verses are comic, but they never the less remain 

criticism.  It seems clear that the way in which Pope will make Arabella realise her 

exaggeration, is through ridicule.  

 

The world we encounter in The Rape of the Lock gives the impression of a society that has 

been carried away by the same extravagance and luxury that defines it, and consequently lost 

contact with what really matters. The word impression is very fitting. When I started to work 

on this thesis, I, for some reason, initially thought that the term ridiculous was obvious, and 

that explaining it would be easy. I thought it would be easy for the same reason that it turned 

out, on the contrary, to be so difficult: there is a strong impression of ridicule hovering over 

the poem, and even though impressions seem evident to the individual it turns out that they 

                                                        
1 Joseph Spence, Observations, Anecdotes, and Characters, of Books and Men (London, 
1820), 20-21.  
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are not. Therefore,it is the ambition of  the thesis to answer the question: if The Rape of the 

Lock is a ridiculous poem, what makes it so?  

 

 The quotation is a good introduction to the poem’s characters, action and motive. In the 

summer of 1711, young Lord Robert Petre cut a lock of hair off Arabella Fermor’s unobliging 

head. This episode started a series of events that would turn out to be of serious consequence 

to many members of the Roman Catholic community in London. Arabella was deeply 

offended and the warm relationship between her and Lord Petre froze, as well as that of their 

respective families.  

 

Given the size and vulnerability of the Catholic community in a Prostestant country, someone 

had to end the feud. This someone was John Caryll, a cousin of Lord Petre and a friend of 

Pope’s. The twenty-two-year-old poet wrote a poem in two cantos published a year later in 

1712. That it was “well-received and had its effect in the two families” would eventually be 

the case, but when the poem was published in May 1712, the result was that the Fermors got 

even more offended than before because of Pope’s presentation of Arabella. The Fermors 

accordingly saw the literary Belinda as a silly, frivolous and vulgar woman. And, in the 

meantime, Lord Petre married someone else.  

 

During the following years, The Rape of the Lock was revised and republished two times 

more; these revisions made the characters in the poem resemble the original characters even 

less. By the last edition in 1717, Lord Petre had died of smallpox. The initial ambition, 

reuniting an estranged couple through laughter, had been replaced by the far grander ambition 

of making the already well-received and popular poem perfect. The result was a five-canto 

“heroi-comical”, or mock epic. Still, the story had not gone too far astray from the original. 

From the very first verse, it is made clear what is at stake:  

 

 What dire Offence from amr’ous Causes springs 

 What mighty Contests rise from trivial Things. (…) 

 Say what strange Motive, Goddess! Could compel 

 A well-bred Lord to assault a gentle belle? 

 O say what stranger cause yet unexplor’d, 
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Could make a gentle Belle reject a Lord 2     

 

What was it that made young Robert take such a liberty? And furthermore, how could 

Arabella reject him? These two questions arise at the start of the poem, and the answers are 

gradually unravelled in the course of its five elaborated cantos. There are some similarities 

between Pope’s own comment on his “jest” and the opening of the poem itself. The purpose 

of the poem was to employ laughter for a very serious and important intent. This is an echo of 

the situation itself, where a trivial thing had very serious consequences. The tone of the poem 

also reflects the contrast. As in the opening lines above, the questions asked are in essence 

serious ones, but presented with a lightness and gayety at the same time as it imitates the 

language of classic epic. The Rape of the Lock is a high styled poem in a strict form - five 

cantos in verses with rhyme and heroic meter. The form is elevated, even mighty, but the 

content is trivial and in no way suited to be treated with such seriousness as Pope gives it in 

his jest. This contrast between high and low, serious and trivial, is established in the very 

beginning and will characterise the poem until the very end. But before we start analysing the 

effects the contrast makes, I would like to supply a short introduction to the poet.  

 

That long disease, my life – the poet and his work  
 

Alexander Pope was born in London to a catholic family in 1688. The aspiring poet would 

have two great disadvantages in his life; the first that he was Catholic and the second a 

“deformed” body and poor health after an attack of Pott’s disease (a kind of tuberculosis that 

attacks the bones) at the age of 12.3 Holden describes it in his introduction to the 1908 edition 

of The Rape of the Lock as follows:  

 

Thackeray gives us a touching picture: ‘his body was crooked: he was so short that it 

was necessary to raise his chair in order to place him on a level with other people at 

                                                        
2 Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock ed. Cynthia Wall , Bedford Cultural Editions, 
1998. Canto I, verses 1-2 and 7-10. All the citations from the poem will be referred to 
with Canto and verses. 
3 For a long time, even well into the twentieth century it seems, it was believed that 
Pope’s  ”crooked” body had to do with him studying too much and too hard as a child: 
”This perpetual study, however, says his cousin, Mr. Mannick, was the cause of his 
subsequent ill health; it ’changed his form, and ruined his constitution’.” Holden in his 
Introduction to The Rape of the Lock, 1908, p.11.  
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table. He was sewed up in a buckram suit every morning, and required a nurse like a 

child’. 4 

 

There can be little doubt that these conditions greatly affected Pope and his poetry, and late in 

life he referred to “that long disease, my life” in a letter to his friend Dr. Arbuthnot. Due to 

the family’s religious beliefs, they were forced to quit London in 1700, when anti-Catholic 

sentiments lead to a law banning Catholics from living in the capital. The Popes moved to 

Binfield close to Windsor forest. Another law that would have ramifications for the young 

Alexander was the prevention of Catholics from attending university, leading him to be 

mainly autodidact. The consequences of these handicaps are important to us, because it made 

Pope an outsider in the society he paradoxically is so famous for having described and 

preserved in his texts.5 Standing on the outside, sad though it might be, at least provides an 

excellent view to the spectacle.  

 

The spectacle we witness in The Rape of the Lock is the social life at Hampton court; within 

the group of the Catholic minority all the characters belonged to, including Pope and Caryll. It 

will be important that we bear in mind the real-life events and conditions that are depicted in 

the poem, though we never get an impression of the discrimination Catholics were subject to. 

The Rape of the Lock is in this respect not a politically motivated poem. Nevertheless, the 

story had a very real and very important mission. This will be an important aspect of my 

thesis, because the “truth” in the poem complicates certain parts of the analysis, mainly that of 

the ridiculous. Let me briefly try to explain why.  

 

Ridicule and reality 
 

The ridiculous and ridicule are discouragingly difficult terms to define. Easily confused and 

mixed with paradox and satire, it is important that I try to account for my own use of the term. 

Let us conventionally begin with definitions provided by OED:  

                                                        
4 Ibid.  
5 Numerous critics have observed this throughout the centuries:  ”As truly as Shakespeare is the 
poet of man as God made him, dealing with great passions and innate motives, so truly is Pope 
the poet of society, the delineator of manners, the exposer of those motives which may be called 
acquired, whose spring is in habits and institutions of purely worldly origin.” Addison, cited in 
Holden, 1908, p. 1.  
”In The Rape of the Lock Pope has caught and fixed for ever the atmosphere of the age … no great 
English poem is at once so brilliant and so empty, so artistic and yet so devoid of the ideals on 
which all high art rests”, Thomas Marc Parrott, 1906, cited in Holden, p. 1.  
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A.a: arousing and deserving mockery or derision; preposterous; risible.  

b: Outrageous, scandalous.  

c: outstanding excellent, unbelievably good.  

Etymologically of various origins: Either post-classical Latin ridiculous laughable, comic (4th 

cent.), or directly: classical Latin rīdiculus capable of arousing laughter, funny, comic, 

amusing, absurd, silly.          

 

The variation of definitions illustrates the difficulty of describing the term, but I will narrow it 

down by focusing on the contradictory qualities that seem to define the word, which 

accurately mirror the ambiguity I find most interesting and describing about the ridiculous. It 

contains two (seemingly) contradictory terms or qualities, and causes a doubt as to what is the 

actual meaning. Ambiguus in Latin means precisely that: doubtful. The ambiguity is equally a 

defining characterization of the poem itself, because the effects that make the poem ridiculous 

very often come from combining words that are not (evidently) logically combined. The 

ambiguity in the definitions of ridicule is due to combining two seemingly contradictory 

qualities. These qualities are on the one side “capable of arousing laughter”, funny and comic, 

and on the other side absurd, deserving of mockery, outrageous and scandalous. The 

combining of these two different qualities, funny and outrageous, joined together in the word 

absurd, points out that laughter can be good-humoured, but it can also be mean or mocking. 

We laugh at things we find wrong or disagree with. The definition Pope gave his work, 

“heroi-comical”, or a mock-epic, makes it clear what we should expect: a long poem making 

fun of or mocking something of something. We know that what it makes fun of, what it 

mocks, must at least be the epical genre. The other objects of ridicule will manifest 

themselves during the reading, but here it is important to intervene with a caveat: the object of 

ridicule might be more difficult to identify than expected. There are several reasons for this, 

and they will be important for our analyses. Implied in the question I asked in the beginning, 

what makes The Rape of the Lock a ridiculous poem, is the question of what the object(s) of 

ridicule actually is. The epic dimension of the poem will be thoroughly analysed during the 

thesis. 

 Humour, laughter, offence and mock unite in satire. In investigating the ridiculous, we 

frequently meet the term, not by itself, but as a means of defining the genre: satire exposes 

critical aspects of society through ridicule. The Rape of the Lock is clearly a satirical poem, 

yet we should not be so trapped by this definition that we overlook other important details. 



 8 

First, satire is expressed through different voices (here we see the close relation with ridicule) 

and, second, satire is a critical genre. Let us begin with the first point:  

The satirist attempts more than visceral laughter or corrosive spite. Surely a satire may 

fall dully flat, and the satirist may appear unfairly prejudiced or sanctimonious; or a 

satire may be vacuously humorous, playful, witty, or ridiculous without point. (Quintero 

2007: 3).  

 

This takes us back to our earlier definition of the ridiculous as both mocking/mean and more 

mildly humorous, evoking laughter. At the same time, it is deeply involved in social affairs: 

Satire has traditionally had a public function, and its public orientation remains. 

Although the satirist may arraign God and the universe (…) he usually seems to believe 

–at least hope – that change is possible. Personal change, in his view, leads to social 

change; he insists that bad men make bad societies. He shows us ourselves and our 

world; he demands that we improve both. And he creates a kind of emotion which moves 

us toward the desire to change. (Spacks 1968: 360)  

 

Pope, a satirist to the bone, nicely combines the two in Epilogues to the Satire (Dialogue II), 

where the satirical poet is “proud to see”:  

 Men not afraid of God, afraid of me: 

 Safe from the Bar, the Pulpit and the Throne, 

 Yet touch’d and sham’d by Ridicule alone. (Dialogue II, 208-11) 

Ridicule’s function is to make people aware of their own follies as well as the public ones. It 

is obvious that a genre whose function it is to criticise society must be very closely connected 

to the real world, and that a knowledge of this society is required in order to understand this 

critique. This connection with the real-life world will be very important for our analysis of 

The Rape of the Lock later on. But other than the immediate motivation of mending a lover’s 

feud, what function did the representation of the event and characters have with respect to the 

real world? The Rape of the Lock is a fictional narration representing reality. The other 

important thing to have in mind is that of recognition. If we are to be able to understand the 

ridiculous aspects of The Rape of the Lock, we need to understand what it is that makes them 

so – what is the expected or correct standard that makes people judge something as 

ridiculous? Before we have a closer look at the poem, we must have a better understanding of 

what these aspects (fictional/factional) mean for us in the following analysis. I will base my 

approach on Kendall Walton’s theory of mimesis (representational art) as a game of make-

believe. There is especially one question I want to investigate: when we have defined the 

ridiculous as something absurd or outrageous, in other words, something that isn’t right, how 

does this fit with it being mimetic and real? How do we recognize something as wrong? And 

how do we see this manifested in The Rape of the Lock? In order to pursue that line of 
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argument, I will first present a short summary of the idea of mimesis. This will make it easier 

to understand Walton’s use of the term, and how the mimetic quality operates in The Rape of 

the Lock.  

 

Mimesis 
 

For both Plato and Aristotle, art had to be given a function within the state to be of value. To 

Plato, art, though potentially dangerous in its power to “subverting the character of both 

individual and state” 6, is the best means to represent the real, even though it is far from being 

real. (Then of course, to Plato the thing itself is hardly real, it is but a bleak image of the idea.) 

To Aristotle, art fulfils our need and want to learn (Poetics 1448 b 4-17). They both agree on 

the point of the theory: that mimetic art is a representation of the real world. If it is to have a 

use in the world, the bonds obviously must be close. This relation might also answer another 

imposing, recurring question: why do we care so much about art? If we conclude that the 

worlds we meet in art represent our own, we can claim that we care about art because we care 

about the world in which we live. All humans long to learn, and human beings are social 

animals that take interest in the world around us. Art is another way of seeing this reality. But 

what is reality, what is representation, and what is art? There are many uncertainties that 

make developing a theory concerning mimesis and the ridiculous difficult. The concept of 

mimesis itself has changed dramatically since Plato, when it “simply” meant imitation. We 

will have to answer some of these questions in order to find out whether the ridiculous can 

represent reality.  

 In the Poetics, Aristotle begins with defining all art as mimesis, and that the origin of 

all mimesis is rooted in human nature (Golden 1992:18). There are different kinds of mimesis, 

which use different tools to achieve the same goal. Especially important in Aristotle’s theory 

is the concept of catharsis; a term widely discussed through the centuries but commonly 

translated to purification or purgation, both in a moral and a medical meaning. In tragic 

mimesis, the audience is purged by the moral superiority of the hero, and compassion when 

he, through no fault of his own, falls. In comedy, we are relieved when order is restored from 

the chaos that has ruled through the play, and both good and bad people get what they 

deserve. We can see this purgation in very real/physical manifestations through cry in tragedy 

and laughter in comedy. Whether we consider this purgation medical or moral, the purpose of 

                                                        
6 See Republic 394 B-398 B and 595 A-608. Citation from Golden 1992: 41.   
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art is to educate us to make us better citizens of the polis. We shall not enter into a discussion 

on catharsis and the possible meaning of it, but note that this goal would not be necessary if 

the art wasn’t a reflection on the real world.  

Two causes appear to have brought poetry into existence and these are natural causes. 

For the process of mimesis is natural to mankind from childhood on and it is in this way 

that human beings differ from other animals, because they are the most imitative of them 

and achieve their first learning experiences through mimesis, and all human beings 

receive pleasure through mimesis. A proof of this is what happens in reality; for there 

are some things which are painful to us when we see them in reality, but we take pleasure 

in viewing the most precise representations of them, for example, the forms of the most 

despised wild animals and of corpses. The reason for this is that the act of learning is 

not only most pleasant to philosophers but, in a similar way, to everyone else, only 

others share in this pleasure to more limited degree. For it is on account of this that we 

take pleasure when we see representations, because it turns out that in our viewing of 

them we learn and infer what each thing is, for example that this is that. (Poetics 1448 

b 4-17). 

 

We can conclude from this that to Aristotle, the purpose of mimesis is learning, an activity 

that human beings enjoy. It is therefore deeply rooted in human nature. Leon Golden proposes 

that catharsis, rather than being a medical purgation of insane people’s health, contributes to 

this through the moral purification, or clarification, the mind is subject to when it goes from 

ignorance to enlightening (Golden 1997:24).  

 Aristotle considers poetry of greater value to education than history. The reason is that 

while the latter deals with the particular, the former can tell us something about the universal. 

This is where the recognition, upon which mimesis depends, enters the theory. Anagnorsis 

connects the representation with the real; the particular in the drama is through recognition 

made applicable to the audience’s mind and thus made universal. As discussed earlier in the 

chapter, we must recognize the representation to properly understand it, and the drama genres 

are based on this ability in the spectator. According to R.B. Gills in his “Why comedy laughs: 

the shape of laughter and comedy” (2006), this is especially important for comedy, and we 

can see why that is the case in satire (as a comical genre) where people must recognize bad 

behaviour in order to react properly. What we consider “bad” relies of course on our already 

perception of what constitutes good and bad behaviour. While Ruben Quinter writes that 

“satire cannot function without a standard against which readers can compare its subject” 

(Quintero 2007: 3), Northrop Frye further elaborates this by commenting on the consequences 

of writing satire or critical literature.:  

To attack anything, writer and audience must agree on its undesirability, which means that the 

content of a great deal of satire founded on national hatreds, snobbery, prejudice and personal 

pique goes out of date very quickly. (Frye 1957: 224)   
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This quality is not only affect the historical readings, but present ones as well, as not every 

reader or spectator share the same values or are able to recognize them in a distorted version. 

It is then important that the poet represents the “real” in as accurate a manner as possible, to 

make his point clear. This is obviously not unique to comedy; it is also applicable to tragedy, 

as both drama genres rely on the principle of catharsis. Nevertheless, different types of 

mimesis call for different devices. According to Gills, who argues that this quality is 

especially strong in comic genres, the careful creation breaks with the principle of mimesis. 

The critique directed towards countless works of literature is that the plot itself, or several 

elements in the text, is unlikely. The question becomes how much unlikeliness one can accept 

in a text that is supposed to represent reality? To most it is obvious that to write a work of 

fiction; which is to evoke emotions leading to intellectual clarification, some artistic freedom 

is required. Let us take an example from Aristotle himself. The plot of Sophokles’ Oedipus is, 

obviously, highly unlikely. It starts with a prophecy. Given the believes of the time, the 

prophetic element of the play does not make it unlikely. But Oedipus kills his father, marries 

his mother and has children with her, all without knowing it. It could hardly be called 

plausible. But the point is not whether the play is likely or not, but that the events serve to the 

overall point: you cannot escape your destiny. Tragic catharsis also depends on the 

compassion, pity, fear and indignation we feel when “undeserved bad fortune befalls a good 

human being” (Golden 1997:103), and undeserved demands that the hero could have no fault 

in the misfortunes he falls victim to. It is in other words necessary for the story that these 

implausible things happen. As we will see, The Rape of the Lock is full of such unlikeliness, 

but whether it all is necessary for the construction of the plot we shall have to find out.   

  

I think it is important to note that given the intellectual clarification the spectator is to go 

through, there must be some kind of gap between the fictional world and our own. Through 

recognition, the reader or spectator makes the particular case of the play universal, and this is 

the enlightenment that gives the pleasure so important to human beings. Still, there is 

something missing in the transition from ignorance to knowledge, from particular to 

universal: it all depends on our ability to put ourselves in other situations, our ability to 

pretend and imagine.  

 

Imagination and make-believe  
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No matter how much it resembles our own; a fictional world is always a result of imagination, 

and there is a silent agreement between poet and reader that the latter enters the world on the 

terms of pretending/imagining. Opening a book is entering into a world where we accept its 

realities, conditions, and after a short acquaintance, we foresee consequences and develop 

expectations. We have adopted the rules of the imaginative world. Every society has rules that 

create system and control. Societies have countless rules, and these are in constant 

development. Laws and norms are guidelines to how to behave and live. Norms are the traits 

of a society, what distinguish it from others. They can be guidelines, help in our everyday life, 

a social compass to give direction. But they can also be limiting, controlling and harmful to 

the individual. The comic catharsis comes from “indignation as a response to any situation in 

which transgression of the law of proportion and of our sense of appropriate takes place” 

(Golden 1997:95). We have seen how important these conventions and norms are in satire, 

both as target/criticized object and as the standard that has been broken. In a fictional world 

there are norms most reader will know (common norms in most societies) and unknown 

norms special for that particular world.  

 The fictional world created in literature often reflects the social one in the real world, 

and sociality is a game. As social beings, social intelligence is probably one of the most 

important qualities humans can possess in order to success in our communities. Reading also 

requires this quality: some readers accept and adapt to the rules of the imagined world they 

enter very fast, others struggle. When the rules in the text are not understood or accepted, the 

text appears meaningless. Some again accept the rules, but fail to distinguish them from 

reality. This is the potential dangerous quality of literature that Plato among others fears so, 

and there are countless examples in literature of eager readers unable to separate fiction from 

fact – often with catastrophic consequences. Don Quixote, like Arabella in The Female 

Quixote, believes the same norms apply in his own society, and he therefore fails completely 

to behave in any way that is reasonable to his surroundings. In these novels the effect is never 

really catastrophic due to its comedy. A different example, which is less extreme but all the 

more serious (and perhaps also likely) is how Madame Bovary through reading romantic 

literature has developed completely wrong expectations of what she can expect in marriage 

and life, and as a consequence ends up utterly disappointed and deceived.   

 There is thus a double imagining happening in a text: the imagination of the writer and 

that of the reader. Imagining is not only a typical trait for human beings; it seems to be a 

crucial one. We imagine, pretend and play games all our lives. This is especially characteristic 

for children, but we keep imagining as adults. The games that children play are often 
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imitations of adult life, and we can see the same phenomena with other animals. Lion cubs 

play a hunting game, preparing skills their survival depends on. In a biological perspective, 

playing prepares the young how to be adult. We keep playing, but the play comes closer and 

closer to the real world and events in it. After living a certain amount of years in a society, we 

cannot completely free ourselves from the norms and conditions we’re living under. When the 

artist frees herself from reality through the absurd, the absurd is always depending on what 

was normal and accepted. Without a fixed set of conventions, the absurd could not exist.   

Kandall Walton defines all representational art as “games of make-believe”. When we 

enter the world of art we enter a world of imagining, and the process of imagining is, like the 

game itself, based on several different rules depending of what kind of fictional game we 

enter into. Essential for his theory is the term of “props”: items, actions or whatever there is 

that triggers the game or “generate a fictional truth” (Walton 1998:38). To use his own 

example: two children are playing a game in the forest, where every stump is a bear. The prop 

in this game of make-believe is the stump. The rule of the game is: whenever someone sees a 

stump, she is to imagine that the stump is a bear. If she sees a stump without imagining a bear, 

she breaks the rules of the game. All these little games that children (and adults) play are 

different kinds of game of make-believe. Different kinds of fiction that are all based on rules 

that the participants have agreed on. This makes for a rather paradoxical quality of playing – 

an activity considered first of all as free and spontaneous is controlled by absolute rules. 

However, as Cleanth Brooks expresses it in “The case of miss Arabella Fermor”, the rules are 

what make the game possible (Brooks 1943:515). This is also true for representational works 

of art, in our case literature. We can of course debate whether the term “rule” is suited to 

describe the agreement between reader and text/writer, but there is one fundamental rule in 

reading: when we enter a fictional text, we are to imagine that everything that happens 

actually happens within the text. It is a game of “let us”. Let us imagine that a group of people 

have magic powers. They have to hide this from the rest of the population, so they have their 

very own secret society where there are not only wizards and witches, but dragons, goblins, 

flying brooms and talking portraits. The reader cannot question any of these elements; she has 

to imagine that she is in a world where it all happens, and is even expected to happen.  

What triggers this game of make-believe? According to Walton, the props in the 

representational works of art are the works themselves – the paint in a painting, the words in a 

text. What is written is what triggers the imagination, quite simply. “Representational works 

of art are props also. (…) It is because of the words constituting Gulliver’s Travels that 
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fictionally there is a society of six-inch-tall people who go to war over how eggs are broken” 

(Walton 1998:38). He further writes:  

Props generate fictional truths independently of what anyone does or does not imagine. 

But they do not do so entirely on their own, apart from any (actual or potential) 

imaginers. Props function only in a social, or at least human, setting. The stump in the 

thicket makes it fictional that a bear is there only because there is a certain convention, 

understanding, agreement in the game of make-believe, one to the effect that where there 

is a stump, fictionally there is a bear. (Walton 1998:38, my italics) 

 

Walton calls this the principle of generation, and it is also at work in the reading process. But 

as there are countless numbers of different games that require different agreements, there are 

different kinds of textual representations, or literary genres. A poem requires other structural 

qualities than a novel, a drama and a short story, and some genres have stricter rules whereas 

others are considered freer. Also when it comes to textual content the expectations vary from 

one genre to another, and also from one period to another. The rules of both content and 

structure appear to be much stricter in classic and classicist literature than in modernist works. 

In the case of The Rape of the Lock, we have the genre of mock-epic. With inspiration from 

the Iliad he writes an epic poem in a strict metric system, with constant contextual references 

to Homer’s epic. The style and tone, however, are completely different. It is satiric, comical 

and ridiculous, everything the Iliad is not. Pope creates a hybrid-genre that mixes the 

traits/qualities of heroic-epic and comical satire. This creates a constant contrast in the poem, 

where  

…the grandeur of epic poetry looms over the small stakes and trivial concerns of 

Belinda and the Baron. A world and a convention that invoke the greatness of gods but 

that are peopled by impotent genderless sylphs who serve a very mortal, very human 

goddess, render the present figures ludicrous against their absent allusive ones. The 

allusions to the great universe of the past underscore the belittled sphere of the present. 

(Wall 1998:25)  

 

There is an obvious problem with the form and its content, what we read in The Rape of the 

Lock breaks with our expectations and demands of the style we perceive, in other words the 

conventions of the genre we know. I will stop for a moment and give attention to Walton’s use 

of the term convention. Earlier in the introduction established coherence between the ridiculous 

and the erroneous; when something is ridiculous there is something that isn’t quite right or as 

it is supposed to be. The ridiculous then depends on conventions and norms in society, as well 

as expectations from the readers both when it comes to form and content. The 18th century 

reader of the Rape should be expected to be familiar with the heroic style and the elevated 

language that make out the poem, but would because of this familiarity expect a different 
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content and theme. When the reader reacts to the contrast and irony, the grand paired with the 

trivial, it is not only because the comparison is odd, but because the literary conventions she is 

familiar with makes her expect another comparison, the rules of the imagination game have 

been broken, and the reader reacts to this as well as to the absurdity of comparing the trivial 

with the grand. In this example, there are thus two different sets of conventions that are 

“broken”: the literary conventions concerning form and content, and social/sematic conventions 

concerning what terms and words that complete one another. One of the reasons for why The 

Rape of the Lock is so difficult to grasp is that there are several games of make-believe going 

on at the same time, and Pope mixes their respective conventions together and thus creates a 

chaos we need to sort out in order to properly understand it. These conventions will be 

fundamental in this thesis, and all of the chapters will focus on the different conventions at work 

in the poem.       

 

We have now established the general conceptual framework for this thesis.  The ridiculous 

fiction of The Rape of the Lock is based on props that trigger the imagination in a game of 

make-believe, and that all such activities of make-believe are constructed around a set of rules 

or conventions agreed on by the participants. So what are the different levels of make-believe 

in The Rape of the Lock and how do the rules of the games (the conventions) work within them?  

 

Spheres of reality 
     

The fictional world of the Rape of the Lock is taken from different spheres/levels of reality. 

Each of these spheres has a set of conventions, effects and characters attached to them, and I 

will later give a more thorough representation of them. Let me first briefly explain what I 

mean with different spheres. I say that there are three spheres in the poem: the mythical 

sphere, fictional reality and real life. Within each we encounter different characters, actions, 

speeches and places that I consider to work as props in each specific sphere. In Walton’s 

definition of props in the representational works of art, it is the work itself that generates 

imaginations. I would also suggest that certain symbols and elements generate an equal 

reaction, and that they contribute to developing the game. This is particularly the case in what 

I call the mythic sphere, which is made up by elements, effects and characters from Greek-

roman mythology and the myth of the Rosicrucians. There are several reasons for why I 

distinguish myths from fictional reality, which makes out another sphere. I call this the 

fictional reality because of what I earlier called the main rule of fiction: when we read or enter 
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other fictional landscapes, there is an agreement between us and the text: everything that 

happens is real within the text (Walton refers to this as “fictional truth”). In other words, the 

text has a reality of its own, and this is the fictional reality. Maybe what happens in the text 

turns out to be a dream, but then the truth is that someone dreamed a dream within the 

fictional reality. It is important to establish such a distinction, since the reader enters the 

fictional world from the real world, which is my third “sphere”. Readers never leave it 

completely, because the reader physically is situated in reality and because fiction never can 

be freed from its relation to the real world. Moreover, the real world is always present, even in 

fiction, and this representation of the real world makes the third sphere. All of these spheres 

work with connection to one another.  

 

Within each of these spheres/levels we have different games of make-believe, with different 

rules and conventions at work. As The Rape of the Lock is a complex poem constructed by 

many different levels of reality, my theory is that analysing the different levels separately can 

be a good way to come closer to the meaning of it, and the function of the ridiculous. I will 

deal with one sphere in each chapter where I will analyse what I call “keys to the lock”7 – 

elements that I consider particularly interesting for the understanding of the poem, and each 

key represent a different sphere. In chapter I, Myth and machinery, I will analyse the mythical 

sphere, with focus on the sylphs, or epic machinery. In chapter II, Having it both ways, the 

focus will be on the character of Belinda, who carries in her the comical and the epic, the 

divine and the frivolous; oppositions that can co-exist in the Fictional reality. Chapter III will 

consequently deal with Real life, represented by the values and virtues (conventions) 

presented in the poem.   

 

But before we go into the analysis of these spheres, let me outline their relevance for The 

Rape of the Lock more generally.   

 

Myth 

 

                                                        
7 There was an actual «Key to the Lock», a pamphlet where Pope under the pseudonym 
of Esdras Barnivelt defends himself against his critics by writing his own critique in 
which he exaggerates and ridicules the accusations made against him, many of which 
concerned his religion. The full title was “A Key to the Lock. Or a Treatise proving, 
beyond all Contradiction, the dangerous Tendency of a late Poem entitled The Rape of 
the Lock to Government and religion by Esdras Barnivelt, Apothecary” (1715).   
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The “machinery” is a term created in the 17th century when it becomes a convention for the 

epics of the time, but the term is also applicable to the Homeric epic and Greek tragedies and 

comedies. The term simply refers to the supernatural creatures of the work, in the Iliad the 

different gods and in Milton’s Paradise Lost the angels, Satan and God himself. Pope wrote 

his poem as a mock-epic, inspired by the tone and actions in Homer’s Iliad. The mythic 

scenery is the framework of the poem; always in the background and often directly referred 

to. We have a narrative structure that inhabits several of the events in a classical epic, many of 

them originally belonging to the landscape of old Greek myths. It is important to remember 

that the Iliad was (probably) not authored by Homer around 700 BC, or any poet for that 

matter – the story of the Trojan War (The song of Illion) is a part of the mythic Greek 

tradition. Myths are in other words not one single story made up for the causes of imagining 

and entertainment; they each make up a part of a belief system that is traditional rather than 

fictional. Even though most would agree that the Greek myths are fictional, the mythic sphere 

is not fictional in the same way as the Fictional reality for one important reason: there is no 

“game of make-believe” in action here, on the contrary, what is presented in a myth is not to 

be imagined but actually believed.  

 

As shown by Veyne ([1983] 1988), the social construction truthful discourse posits an 

array of truth programs linked to various ontological domains (e.g. the profane as 

distinct from the sacred). Thus “myth” can be true (i.e. treated as serious and referring 

to some reality) even if believing in its truth enters into conflict with what in another 

ontological domain is accepted as truthful.8 

 

The effects and creatures of a supernatural character in The Rape of the Lock are employed, 

not created by Pope. They originally belong to different mythical circles. When Pope applies 

the same plot as that of the Iliad, he employs the material from Greek mythology, whose 

social conventions are very different from those of 18th century British poetry. The formal 

conventions, on the other hand, would be very well known to the contemporary readers of The 

Rape of the Lock. Nevertheless, the mythic material plays a completely different role in 

Pope’s fiction because they no longer claim any truth here, yet they are still not completely 

fictional. Readers who recognise the different gods and creatures will know what they 

present, but they will not believe in what they initially were meant to explain. So when 

                                                        
8 Schaeffer, Jean-Marie: "Fictional vs. Factual Narration", Paragraph 3. In: Hühn, Peter et 
al. (eds.): the living handbook of narratology. Hamburg: Hamburg University. URL = 
http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/fictional-vs-factual-narration 
[view date:27 Oct 2017]  
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employed by Pope, the mythic creatures, or machinert, serve as another device – not one to 

enlighten readers, but to open up for the supernatural to play its role in a story initially taken 

from reality. In the Homeric epic, the machinery – the ensemble of gods and goddesses – 

plays an important role in the plot, as they both explain the causes of war and unexplainable 

events during battle. They are a necessity to the epic. In Pope’s fiction on the other hand, the 

mythic material is employed only to improve the narrative. The machinery strengthens the 

fiction instead of explaining reality.  

This is the reason why the mythic sphere is a sphere of its own and not a part of real-

life representation or fiction. Other mimetic rules, other conventions, are at work in this 

sphere, both generally in myths and the mythic material in The Rape of the Lock. There are 

expectations of what a machinery is to contribute with, and that is to help explain the 

unexplainable and, according to LeBossu, the religion.9 Those familiar with The Iliad or 

Greek tragedies depicting divine interference (deus ex machina) will expect the divine or 

supernatural powers to work in a very different way than they do in The Rape of the Lock. 

The mimetic aspect in myths is considerable, since they have the very important function of 

explaining what the different deities are like and what they can achieve. This is a meta-

representation of reality: an explanation of that reality. The machinery is to a certain degree 

also employed to explain the unexplainable in The Rape of the Lock, by making the sylphs 

responsible for Belinda’s supernatural beauty and intervening when she might fail. The 

machinery is created correctly. But, nevertheless, it is represented in a way that never could 

explain what it pretends to be explaining because the sylphs have no credibility. The 

machinery therefore fails to fulfil its function, and becomes parodical in the way it points out 

the unreason of the divine interventions and the selfishness of the gods, and at the same time 

celebrates the beauty and wonder it nevertheless creates. It is outrageous, absurd and 

outstanding – ridiculous. Even though it is correctly employed, it fails it most important 

convention: that of making the unlikely likely.  

 

It is important to underline that when Pope employs the mythical material he never claims 

that they are real or existent in the world beyond the text. Even though myths are not mere 

fiction, it does become a part of the fictional world when Pope applies the myths as he 

pleases, and makes them a part his own narrative. In the chapter on this sphere, Chapter I 

                                                        
9 Pope gives a resume of LeBossu’s theory on the epic genre in the introduction, «A View 
on the epick Poem» (pp. 1-43), to his translation of the Odyssey (1725). I will be using 
this theory frequently throughout the thesis.   
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Myth and Machinery, we shall see how the mythical material functions within the fictional 

world of The Rape of the Lock.  

 

Real-life representation – the eighteenth-century world   

 

Talking about truth and reality can easily turn into a controversial and fruitless discussion. 

Nevertheless, given the important presence of real-life events depicted in the poem, an 

awareness of this relation is important. A connection between the ridiculous and erroneous 

was established earlier, and as we saw a conclusion of something as wrong must rely on a 

standard of what is right. Satire demands an object to mock; the ridiculous depends on a value 

to create it. In The Rape of the Lock, the mocked object is the society at Hampton court in the 

early eighteenth century and the people spending their days flirting, drinking coffee and 

playing games.   

 

Satire cannot function without a standard against which readers can compare its subject. We 

praise with delight what we admire, enjoy or profit from, and we censure with indignation the 

despicable or what causes ill because we have an acquired sense of what the world should or 

might be. How could we perceive something as ridiculous, monstrous, wicked or absurd without 

having a comparative sense of what would not be the case? How could we believe that 

something is wrong with the world without some idea of what the world should be and how it 

could be righted? (Quintero 2007:3)  

 

When we perceive something as wrong, it is because we have a clear idea of what would be 

right. For analysing the ridiculous in The Rape of the Lock, we must find the real-life 

conventions that set the standards on which the ridiculous depends. It is then essential that we 

get a firm grip of the real-life aspects of The Rape of the Lock. 

To a certain degree, fiction always depends on and can never be completely removed 

from reality, or to use a less controversial word, the society from which it emerges. The 

reality that surrounds us is all we have to compare with, and everything that happens in the 

most surreal, unlikely tale will be given these descriptions, surreal and unlikely, because it 

differs from what we accept as likely and real in our own epistemological system. A fictional 

reality can only be experienced from the real world. Therefore, reality is always a sphere in a 

text. Could it not then also be claimed that all literature and all art, as they mirror reality, is 

mimetic? If we read the platonic concept, the answer is yes. Then of course the degree of 

reality in the text varies, and this demands a more complex meaning of the term mimetic art. 

In The Rape of the Lock, the relation with the real world is very close as the story is based on 
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real events. Close to all the characters have specific models in Pope’s own circles.10 The 

action takes place in familiar places for the British aristocracy, the river Thames and Hampton 

court are well known scenes for the 18th century reader. The main event of the poem itself, (its 

title) the rape of the lock, took place between these characters and in the very same places. 

The core of the story is one of reality, and the writing of the story executed with the ambition 

of “changing” a real situation and mend the wound between two estranged families. The 

fictionality of the poem is still not in question because of this relation; it is obvious that the 

events and actions described were modified drastically in Pope’s poem. Reality (truth) – the 

steeling of the lock – has like the myths become Rape of the Lock-fictional. However, we bear 

in mind that this creating of the fictional does not remove the factual – Miss Arabella Fermor 

lost a lock of hair by the hands of Lord Petre, the courting between the two came to an end 

and the respective families were estranged. We must also bear in mind that the alterations are 

made for a reason; the machinery, the epic battle, the game of ombre – they are all there to 

emphasize/enlighten a certain point of Pope’s heart-mending. Gérard Genette investigates the 

relation between vraisemblance and mimesis and asks whether all unlikely aspects of a 

mimetic story need a likely explanation. Does the principle of mimesis stand and fall on the 

exact representation of reality? If that is the case, we face a problem concerning The Rape of 

the Lock. The sylphs could not possibly be an exact representation of nature, but can they 

represent something else in reality that is as real as the sylphs are fictional? Are they 

metaphors that need to be uncovered?  

There is another important aspect of the poem closely connected with reality, the fact 

that the conventions and norms, even the power structure of society, are projections of real 

ones. The Rape of the Lock gives a very thorough description of life at court. All the events 

and especially the main action itself, the rape and reaction to it, are derived from the 

expectations of proper behaviour. It is important to emphasize this, since our theory of the 

ridiculous is based on the relation to reality and reactions to the breaking of conventions. Had 

we met a society where the characters followed a completely different social value system, we 

would treat it in a different manner, and at a certain distance. There would be no 

                                                        
10 Who these models were was also widely known in the circle the poem originally was 
written for, the Catholic communtiy in London. The fact that the characters’ identity was 
more or less public no doubt lead to them being offended by Pope’s representation. ”Sir 
Plume blusters, I hear; nay, the celebrated lady herself is offended, and, which is a 
stranger, not at herself, but me.” (Letter to Caryll on November 8, 1712). Sir Plume, in 
real life Sir George Brown, was not too pleased with the representation of him as a man 
incapable of uttering two words of sense combined (Holden 1908:22). 
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inconsequence to react to. Because of this accuracy, it is plausible that when we recognize a 

world like our own, we don’t put aside our own prejudice and expectations, as we might be 

more likely to do in more different, fictional worlds. There is a risk in this though: we risk 

projecting more of our own conventions into the text than there is reason to. This could lead 

to misinterpretation parts of the poem because we treat the actions and reactions as if they 

were not fictional. This would be a break of the rules of the game, and could lead to serious 

misunderstanding of the poem. This adds an additional aspect of reality to the text: that of the 

real and implied reader. The implied reader of The Rape of the Lock was initially (for the first 

version) the involved parties: the Fermors, Petres, and other members of the aristocratic 

Catholic community. After the great success of the poem, Pope further developed, probably 

for a wider audience. There have however been many more readers after those of Pope’s time, 

and we need to pay attention. Just as well as the writer carries his own reality in the text, the 

reader meets the same text with her own historical and conventional context. What this 

implies is fascinatingly that there is something very eternal in its way over a literary text; it 

will always be a point of reference to its readers.  

 

There is a truth, a reality, in each of the spheres, but they are only true within that sphere. 

There is a world of myths were all the supernatural creatures and events make sense within 

the rules of that world, in fictional worlds the case is the same: everything that happens in the 

narrative is fictionally true. Reality is around it and will always be mirrored in it. Fictionality, 

as we see can never escape reality, nor can the writer and reader.   

   

The function of the real-life representation sphere is to discover the factual standards luring 

behind the mock and ridicule dominating the poem. This will be investigated in the third 

chapter, “Values and Virtues”.  

 

Fictional reality  

 

Walton states that “works of fiction are simply representations in our special sense, works 

whose function is to serve as props in a game of make-believe” (Walton 1998:72). Fiction 

relies on imagination – a fictional world can only be approached through imagining what is 

described in the representation. Works of non-fiction never request the appreciator to imagine 

what is presented; its demand is to be believed. This doesn’t mean that the appreciator can’t 

imagine what certain things look like or how they work, we can very well imagine facts as 
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well as we can imagine what we believe, but she is requested to accept what she imagines as 

true. This is the reason for which I distinguish myths from fiction: religious tales of any kind 

claim truth, whereas fictional tales make no such claim. The myths are to be believed, not 

imagined, and only what is true is to be imagined. As Walton eloquently puts it: “Belief aims 

at truth. What is true and only what is true is to be believed. We are not free to believe as we 

please. We are free to imagine as we please” (p. 39). It is then a serious mistake to mix these 

two terms; if we are not able to distinguish between believing and imagining we will not be 

able to separate fiction from reality. Let us now conclude like Walton, that something 

fictional is something that is imagined. What is imagined can also be true, but this is not 

relevant for the question of fiction. The Rape of the Lock is an excellent example of this 

ambiguity: the poem is a fictional representation of a lover’s feud, at the same time as the 

events that are described were factual. The real events therefore constitute a fictional truth as 

well as a real one; there is no contradiction there.  

 The mythic and real-life spheres of myth make out a part of the fictional reality. In The 

Rape of the Lock we see how Pope employs the mythic material, the set of conventions 

connected to it, and transforms it to his own created world in the poem. The myths become 

“Rape of the Lock-fictional” just the real-life models of the characters become fictional in 

Pope’s employment of them, not only because they are not completely accurate but because 

they are employed in a fictional world. But as we earlier concluded: this fictionality does not 

remove their place in the real world. They are both fictional and a part of the real world, like 

the expectations we meet the text with. The conventions we talked about in the real-life 

sphere are thus also a part of the fictional sphere: they are rules of the upper-class game at 

court in the fictional world of the poem as well as Pope’s own society. But the conventions 

we find are also fictional and changed, and this is what creates the ridiculous effect. It’s been 

mentioned many times, but now we can establish a theory on how the conventions, even when 

they are fictional, are imitated and broken, and how we react to the break of protocol. Walton 

states early in his book that a game of make-believe is a social one and can only function in a 

social setting. We human beings are social animals with one very important quality: we adapt 

to the social game around us. It is fascinating how we in a world of fiction adapt to the norms 

in the world and expect and react to things that are unheard of in our own. When a reader of 

Harry Potter hears a character say the name “Voldemort”, she reacts to this “break of 

protocol” just as well as the characters in the book because she has learned from the reading 

and adapting of the wizard world that the Dark Lord is so feared that no one, apart from Harry 
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and Dumbledore, says his name.11 Now a problem rises: if ridicule is caused by the reaction 

of breaking conventions, why aren’t the characters in Harry Potter and other fantasy/science 

fiction genres and their fictional worlds ridiculous to us? This might have to do with the fact 

that these genres have moved away from the traditional mimetic game where our own real-life 

society can be spotted in the background, and that is also their outspoken ambition. In many 

fictional worlds we know that we are to expect other things. The Rape of the Lock is a hybrid 

genre, a blend of strict epic conventions and satire. We never know what to expect. The 

different spheres of reality, or make-believe for that matter, give us several different systems 

to coordinate in. The fictional world of The Rape of the Lock is thus constituted by the 

conventions of the traditional myths, the real-life court and upper-class decorum, mixed 

together becoming the fictional world we try to find a meaning in. In this world we recognize 

the 18th century social norms, marriage expectations, games, hierocracy and beauty. We meet 

mythical creatures we know from other stories, where they follow slightly different rules than 

they do here. The reader is from this confused mix to decide what is important and 

meaningful in this world, what should we take serious, what should we laugh at. The 

difficulty of this task possibly explains the scholarly interest in the poem written to sort out a 

trifle between lovers three hundred years ago.  

 

What we need to unravel in the fictional sphere is the conventions normally employed in 

creating a fictional world, and in this case we should look at the genre. Therefore, the mock-

epic genre will be carefully looked at in Chapter II.  

 

Keys to the lock  

 

We established that what creates the ridiculous effect in The Rape of the Lock is the confusion 

caused by the breaking of conventions and comparisons of grand and trivial. The game of 

make-believe became ridiculous by the breaking of rules concerning the prop. The 

manifestation of the ridiculous is to be found in the relation between conventions, fiction and 

reality. The importance of rules and conventions seems to be constantly coming back to us. 

Let us now have a closer look at the way the conventions of both the fictional world and real 

                                                        
11 I use examples from the fantasy genre because they, in my opinion, clearly show the 
adaptation of conventions in a fictional text. Fantasy and science fiction are among the 
least mimetic genres as well, so the rules are very different from our own. Still, I would 
argue, the real-life sphere is constantly present here as well.  
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life itself manifest themselves in the poem, and if we can get any closer to understanding the 

meaning of them and the ridiculous. We must look at the different spheres separately in order 

to see how they function and what impression they each create. I will focus on one sphere in 

each chapter, through the analysis of one of the most prominent factors in the respective 

spheres. These factors I call keys to the lock – elements in the poem that I consider especially 

essential for understanding the poem. The first key is the sylphs, representing the mythical 

sphere. What is Pope’s motivation for adding these supernatural spirits to the poem on two 

lovers’ quarrel? What do they contribute with and what does it mean for the poem that this 

machinery was added? The second key is the heroine Belinda (fictional sphere), who merely 

in quality of her gender breaks with one of the most prominent epic conventions of them all – 

the male hero. We will investigate how the genre is created by breaking the conventions of 

another genre, that of the classical epic. The third key is Clarissa’s speech (real-life sphere), 

which according to Pope himself was added to “open more clearly the MORAL of the poem” 

(Pope’s note to the 1717 edition) . Since a moral is an actual desired effect on the reader, 

something she will carry with her, the speech should offer an excellent reflection of real-life 

attitudes and values.  

 

These keys also happen to correspond with some of the most important epic demands in the 

eighteenth century according to LeBossu and Pope: the epic machinery, the hero(ine), and the 

morality, as well as the function of the keys unravels other sets of conventions exposed and 

critized by Pope. The use of the machinery challenges conventions concerning gender, the 

heroine Belinda questions genre conventions, and Clarissa’s speech social conventions. 
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Myth and Machinery 
The mythical sphere 

 

We begin with the most mystical sphere, the aspect of the poem that among its many 

contributions first of all covers the action, characters and meaning in a misty fog that makes 

us readers doubt the seriousness of the poem in its entirety. In the introduction I explained 

what I mean with the mythical sphere, and why I have separated the poem into these different 

spheres: it is necessary to look at the different parts in a context on its own before combining 

them and see how they work together. The poem is constructed through so many levels, 

descriptions, references, allusions, and possible allegories that it opens up for a countless 

number of interpretations. My work with it has showed me that one argument might just as 

easily contradict the very same theory that it supports. Meaning is delayed, it is said, but here 

meaning seems rather to escape, slip away, glide out of our grasp like the sylphs glide through 

the air, their “fluid bodies half dissolved in light”. They seem to say, nothing is certain, 

constant or clear, they are transparent, fluid, dissolved, changing, airy, light and assume the 

sex they please. Throughout the poem, Ian Gordon says, things are constantly “trembling, 

floating, waving, fluttering, shining, sparkling, mingling, melting and above all, glittering” 

(Wall 1998:29). The momentariness of the sylphs and their actions is underlined by present 

participles. Nothing is constant: things transform continuously. This inconstancy applies to 

the poem in its entirety, but it is the sylphs that first of all establish this impression. The 

sylphs and the other spirits are a part of the machinery that was mandatory for every epic in 

the 17th and 18th century. (Tillotson 1968:120).  

 Pope was very influenced by some of the 17th century’s most celebrated theorists’ 

thoughts on the epic genre, such as Renée LeBossu and Nicolas Boileau. Indeed, Pope 

included LeBossu’s “title in French” as the introduction to his translation of The Odyssey in 

1725, and changed The Rape of the Lock in order to strengthen the epic dimension of his 

mock-epic. When The Rape was published in 1712, it consisted only of two cantos of 142 and 

192 verses, and had neither machinery nor moral conclusion. A year later, a revised version of 

the poem was published, now introducing the machinery. There is some discussion over why 

Pope revised the poem. One reason could be to fulfil his first intention of writing it: to laugh 

the pair back together (Pope in his letter to Caryll). According to his later records he 

succeeded in his quest, but we know from correspondences at the time that Arabella wasn’t 

too pleased with being exposed to such ridicule (Spence 1820:20-21). It is very possible that 

he wrote the enlarged version to distance the characters and action from their original model 
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(Holden 1908:23). The machinery and some more scenes were added, to take the poem out of 

the familiar sphere, or the real-life sphere. Given Pope’s ambitious character, he might not 

have been too worried about the offended pride of the Fermors’. After seeing the massive 

popularity the poem enjoyed, he might have understood the poem’s potential for turning into 

something bigger, by making it a large, mock-epic poem.  

 “Machinery” is the term used to describe the supernatural creatures and events in a 

poem. In the Homeric epics, the machinery consists of all the Greek gods that assist the 

soldiers on the battlefield, and (for the record) starts the war (the golden apple and rape of 

Helen). According to LeBossu, every epic must have a machinery, and this is because he 

considers the epic genre an instruction – an epic poem’s function is to enlighten and “arouse 

the motion of wonder”. (Tillotson 1968:120) In the Homeric epic we are told that the 

miraculous escapes from the battlefield by certain heroes come from divine interventions. The 

machinery is therefore crucial for the instructive task of the epic – it teaches the readers of the 

religion and ways in the world. LeBossu also underlines that the machinery must represent the 

religion of the country. The epic, it is stated, is of national importance. We see that the 

machinery in Paradise Lost belongs to Christianity/the Christian traditions – very proper, and 

the purpose of the poem is to explain, in an extraordinary way, the tale of Adam and Eve, the 

fall, the relation between God and Lucifer, good and evil, the constitution of the angels. In 

light of this instructive value of the machinery, we understand why the mythical sphere is not 

a part of the fictional sphere, and why I was reluctant to call it fiction. The mythologies, belief 

systems, cannot be dismissed as mere fiction; they are too closely tied up with real life – not 

because what they preach is necessarily true, but because they claim truth.  

 If the epic poem is to be instructive, there are some further demands. It needs to take 

place within the poet’s country, since it serves a national cause. It also needs a proper hero. 

The hero sets an example of good and proper behaviour and character, and should 

consequently come from the elevated classes, since it is given that elevated classes provide 

elevated people. In order to set an example, the hero must behave nobly, and express himself 

with an elevated language. To complete the formation of its readers, the epic poem must end 

with a moral conclusion. According to Boileau, a mock-epic poem should strive at fulfilling 

as many of these demands as possible (Tillotson 1968:120). These demands are mirrored in 

all of the “keys to the lock”. The syphs are the machinery, Belinda the heroine and Clarissa’s 

speech the mora ending. The keys fulfil each other, so we begin with the sylphs because their 

function is essential for understanding Belinda’s character, which is our next key. The 

character of Belinda raises the same questions as the poem itself concerning “storm in a 
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teapot” or dramatic epic, serious or trifle, immoral or necessary. Further, Belinda and the 

coquettes’ situation are a telling example of the question on moral asked in Clarissa’s speech.  

 Pope wishes to follow these rules, but what machinery can he use that will fit the 

action of The Rape of the Lock, and explain the different events? In one of John Dennis’ most 

famous critical attacks on Pope, his critique is directed at the “so-called” machinery, which in 

his eyes renders the poem not only blasphemic and sacrilegious, but also ridiculous. The 

machines of The Rape of the Lock:  

 

…Contradict the Doctrines of the Christian Religion, contradict all sound Morality, 

there is no allegorical or sensible Meaning in them; and for these Reasons they give no 

Instruction, make no Impression at all upon the Mind of a sensible Reader. Instead of 

making the Action wonderful and delightful; they render it extravagant, absurd, and 

incredible. (Dennis 1968:57)  

  

Harsh words indeed, but one should rather reflect on the impression the poem had made if 

Pope had employed a machinery like Milton and Tasso, and put the angels, Lucifer and God 

to intervene with Belinda, the coquettes and fops. It would for obvious reasons not be possible 

for Pope to use the Christian machinery in a mock-epic poem. Instead he found another 

mythology perfectly fit for Belinda’s adventures. We have no first-hand knowledge of the 

Rosicrucian Fraternity, the only claims we have of its existence come from anonymous, 

external sources. How Pope became aware of the story is not entirely known (Holden 

1908:27) but in his dedicatory letter to Arabella Fermor in 1713 (enclosed in all later 

versions), he mentions the book written by the Abbé de Montfaucon de Villars – Le Comte de 

Gabalis ou Entretiens sur les Sciences Secrètes – as a good presentation of the myth. This 

book was published in 1670, and even though it initially enjoyed great popularity, it was soon 

considered dangerous and consequently forbidden in France. Villars was no longer allowed to 

preach, and three years later, in 1673, he was assassinated on his way to Lyon (Holden 

1908:27). Trifles can be serious business indeed.  

 How seriously the Rosicrucian legend was taken in England is uncertain, but it might 

have had some popularity considering Pope’s mocking approach to the sylphs, gnomes, 

salamanders and nymphs. Pope himself was exceedingly proud of the addition, calling it “one 

of the greatest proofs of judgment of anything I ever did” (Holden 1908:28).  

 

 

The light Militia of the lower Sky – the sylphs and their function  
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The use of these machines is evident: since no epic poem can possibly subsist without 

them, the wisest way is to reserve them for your greatest necessities: when you cannot 

extricate your hero by any human means, or yourself by your own wit, seek relief from 

heaven, and the gods will do your business very readily. (From The Art of Sinking in 

Poetry. For the Machines, cited in Holden 1908:29.)  

  

 

Considering that the machinery does not quite respect the demand of being part of the 

national religion and is thus unable to provide any new knowledge of it, we must look deeper 

into the function it provides. In order to find its function, we need to have a closer look at the 

poem’s structure.12 The poem consists of five Cantos, each made out of approximately 150 

verses, combined in rhyming couplets. The binary structure makes its mark on every aspect of 

the poem. The keys to the lock are all special examples of this ambiguity; they are parts of the 

poem that are important to understand, but difficult because they express two contradictory 

meanings – and this contrast is what makes them so interesting. These contradictory meanings 

are often also to be found in one couplet, where the second verse contradicts the first. Much 

can be learned from analysing the couplets together as a whole, and look at what combine 

them – often it is the rhyme, or, more interestingly, when Pope uses zeugma to bind meaning 

together by one word. I will in this chapter pay special attention to these literary devices, to 

show how fascinatingly intricate Pope has constructed his poem, and why finding a solid 

meaning is so difficult. Let me first explain why I consider the machinery (the sylphs) a key 

to the lock, so important for understanding the poem.   

The sylphs clearly carry in them this mentioned binary structure. The first problem we 

encounter in our dealing with the sylphs is that the poet in his first mentioning of them creates 

a doubt as to the seriousness of their representation, of their being, their function and their 

appearance at all. Everything seems, but we get no assurance that it actually happens; Ariel 

  Seemed to her ear his winning lips to lay,  

  And thus in whispers said, or seemed to say. (25-26)  

But does he tell the story of the sylphs in Belinda’s ear, or does he not? This uncertainty 

doesn’t imply that we must doubt everything the sylphs say or do, or their impact on our 

heroine and the poem, but it is a clear advice that we should be attentive when reading about 

them: the meaning of the verses is not always what it appears to be. The poem’s structure 

makes out an excellent opportunity for the poet to express the constant ambiguity that marks 

                                                        
12 To avoid any confusion: all the textual analyses are based on the final version of the 
poem, after the addition of Clarissa’s speech in 1717.  
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The Rape of the Lock. The couplets are an example of this, where verses work together, 

complementing one another.  

Like their ward Belinda, the sylphs embody many of the same paradoxes, ambiguities 

and questions as the poem itself. Much of this is expressed through the sylphs; they are the 

ones to raise the questions and create the irony so typical for the poem. But this general 

uncertainty is remarkable for the poem also without the sylphs; the doubt is also expressed 

through Belinda, through Clarissa, and most of all, through Pope’s verses and couplets – his 

word games. What the keys have in common is that they manifest some of the main problems 

and theories we must solve to come to a better understanding of the ridiculous, and the poem 

itself. If we can sort out the contribution the sylphs give to the poem, we come closer to this 

meaning.  

 First of all the sylphs are very hard to get a hold on, both literally and figuratively. The 

sylphs’ physical appearance both exists and does not exist – they are invisible, “half dissolv’d 

in light” (Canto II 62), transient, impossible to see, but still there. They create this impression 

so typical for the poem of meaning slipping away, and raise the question of what actually is – 

do they exist at all, and what about the other supernatural creatures, do they all belong to the 

same world that both exists and doesn’t in the poem as well as in reality? Their presence also 

challenges the cause/effect aspect in the poem, why things happen as they do. In every epic, 

mythical machinery comes to the aid of the hero or to solve some insolvable problem, but 

they need little introduction or explanation. The danger of employing a rather unknown 

mythology as the Rosicrucian, and probably the reason why Addison warned against it 

(Brooks 1968:142), is that their function is not obvious; their powers are not certain. They 

create a mystery that is difficult to enlighten, and contribute to the general confusion that rules 

the mock-epic.  

 As we now know: in 1670, five “discourses” on the Rosicrucian Fraternity were 

published in France. In these discourses, the later so unfortunate Abbé de Montfaucon de 

Villars reveals the secrets of the religion through the eyes of a young man trying to infiltrate 

the sect. He succeeds, and is introduced to the mysteries by the wise and charismatic Comte 

de Gabalis. The Comte tells the young man of the sylphs, salamanders, nymphs and gnomes, 

and their interaction with members of the sect. They are spirits of women, who after death 

have turned into, become, their chief qualities. The spirits we meet in The Rape of the Lock 

have been somewhat changed from those described by the Comte. Pope must have taken the 

characteristics he found most fitting. This is the description given to us by Ariel: 

Think not, when Woman’s transient Breath is fled, 
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That all her Vanities at once are dead: 

Succeeding vanities she still regards, 

And tho’ she plays no more, o’erlooks the Cards. 

Her Joy in gilded Chariots when, alive, 

And Love of Ombre, after Death survive.  

For when the Fair in all their Pride expire, 

To their first elements their Souls retire.  

The Sprights of fiery Termagants in Flame 

Mount up, and take a Salamander’s Name. 

Soft yielding Minds to Water glide away, 

And sip with Nymphs, their Elemental Tea. 

The graver Prude sinks downward to a Gnome, 

In search of Mischief still on Earth to roam.  

The light Coquettes in Sylphs aloft repair, 

And sport and flutter in the Fields of Air. (Canto I, 51-66) 

As we see, there are different kinds of spirits (or sprights as they’re sometimes called), 

depending on the woman’s personality and “chief qualities” in life. In our poem, Ariel refers 

to all the different kinds of sprights, but only sylphs and gnomes play active parts in The Rape 

of the Lock. The sylphs are the most prominent ones, as our heroine Belinda is guarded by this 

light militia of the lower sky through most part of the poem. That means that she is a coquette. 

This type of women is so prominent in the poem that we should have a look at an 18th century 

definition of coquettes to better understand what these qualities are. Here is one definition, 

provided by Addison in the Spectator (no. 515): 

An Idol [coquette] is wholly taken up in the Adorning of her Person. You see in every Posture 

of her Body, Air of her Face, and Motion of her Head, that it is her Business and Employment 

to gain Adorers. For this reason your Idols appear in all public Places and Assemblies, in order 

to seduce Men to their Worship. The Playhouse is very frequently filled with Idols; several of 

them are carried in Procession every Evening about the Ring, and several of them set up their 

Worship even in Churches. They are to be accosted in the Language proper to the Deity. Life 

and Death are in their Power: Joys of Heaven and Pains of Hell are at their 

disposal…Raptures, Transports, and Extasies are the Rewards which they confer; Sighs and 

Tears, Prayers and broken Hearts are the Offerings which are paid to them. Their Smiles make 

Men happy; their Frowns drive them to Despair… It has indeed been known, that some of them 
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have been used by their incensed Worshippers like the Chinese Idols, who are Whipped and 

Scourged when they refuse to comply with the Prayers that are offered to them.13     

 

No wonder Arabella was offended, when this is the definition of her character. Being 

addressed or referred to as a coquette is no compliment to a lady. But already we meet a 

defining contrast: if Addison’s view on coquettes was shared by Pope, we have a rather grave 

offence offered in a light, unworried and easy way. Only knowing the term coquette through 

Ariel’s use of it would give a rather different impression of its definition. It doesn’t seem like 

Ariel or Belinda are very concerned with the prudish view on their likes. On the contrary, they 

seem rather ignorant of it, which of course is the irony of all bad behaviour – people who do 

not recognise their vices are consequently not ashamed of having them.  

 It is important that we have in mind that Pope has adapted the myth of the sprights to 

fit the already written poem, and that his motivation for adding them had to do with his 

ambition of turning the at the time two canto poem into a mock-epic. In employing the sylphs 

for his “greatest necessities”, he needed to change them. The most important alteration for us 

to consider is that the sprights we meet in The Rape of the Lock are all male, and though it is 

mentioned that they can “assume what sexes and what shapes they please” (I.70) they are only 

presented to us as male. In the myth according to the Comte there are both male and female 

spirits: sylphs and sylphids, gnomes and gnomids. They are not given any function of 

guarding or guiding men or women’s good behaviour like those of The Rape of the Lock; they 

are rather used as a motivation and reward for good behaviour. We are told that all men who 

want to join the Rosicrucian brotherhood must make an “ultimate renouncement”, that of “all 

carnal Commerce with Women” (Wall 1998:263). This is however not such a great sacrifice, 

as the reward for the renouncement is sexual encounters with the sylphids – which we are 

assured are far more beautiful than their human counterparts. This is completely different in 

The Rape of the Lock, and it is interesting and possibly important to see why.  

First of all, the function of the spirits in The Rape of the Lock varies after who they 

are: sylphs, gnomes, nymphs and salamanders. We will focus on the sylphs, since we are only 

told about their responsibilities in the poem. We will now have a look at different parts of 

Ariel’s introductory speech in the beginning of Canto I, from verse 20-114. We first meet the 

sylphs in the beginning of the first Canto, verse 20. Ariel plays out the classical epic dream 

                                                        
13 Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, The  Commerce of Everyday Life: Selections from THE TATLER and 
THE SPECTATOR (edited by Erin Mackie, Washington University) [1998] 
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visit. He prolongs her sleep with dreams of a handsome man that “even in her sleep caus’d her 

cheeks to glow”. Then he (seemingly) begins his speech: 

 Fairest of Mortals, thou distinguish’d Care 

 Of thousand bright Inhabitants of Air,  

 If e’er one Vision touch’d thy infant Thought  

 Of all the Nurse and all the Priest have taught 

    Of airy Elves by Moonlight Shadows seen, 

The silver Token, and the circled Green, 

 Or Virgins visited by Angel-Powr’s 

 With golden Crowns and Wreaths of Heav’nly Flow’rs, 

 Hear and believe! Thy own Importance know, 

 Nor bound thy narrow Views to things below. (Canto I 26-36)  

The mythical sphere clearly establishes itself in this incubus scene, with talk of fairies and the 

mentioning of a mystical past, which no longer exists but in dreams. It could also be that its 

existence relies on people believing in it and its mystery creatures. The first thing we learn 

about sylphs is that their existence is known by very few, and that there seems to be a 

connection between believing in them and being protected by them. The relation/comparison 

between fairies and the sylphs is highlighted already here in the beginning of the introduction. 

That the sylphs are fairy-like creatures is obvious throughout the poem, and their 

epistemological status seemingly similar, based on the notion of belief: if we believe, they 

exist, and if we don’t, well then they don’t. Strictly speaking, something we believe in 

becomes a part of our epistemological perception of the world, and exists within it. Even 

though it does not make it true, it affects our further perception of the world. It is interestingly 

noted by Ariel that what we believe furthermore depends on what we’ve been taught and told 

(notice the couplet combining “Thought” and “taught”). Our education forms our perceptions. 

Nurses tell the stories of fairies and the “circled green” (fairy-rings), and priests the stories of 

virgins visited by angel-powers (who might that be), but they do no have the ability to reveal 

the truths about the sylphs. The knowledge of the sylphs is not for everybody to know. 

 Some secret Truths from learned Pride conceal’d, 

 To Maids alone and Children are reveal’d: 

 What tho’ no Credit doubting Wits may give? 

 The Fair and Innocent shall still believe. (I 37-40)  

Here some interesting questions arise. “Maids and children” are in these verses opposite to 

“learned Pride”, and “Fair and Innocent” to “doubting Wits”. Maids, children, innocent, fair 
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and infant are all words used to describe or refer to the coquettes under the protection of the 

sylphs, but are they meant as synonyms? Do the girls have to be fair and innocent, infantile, to 

believe in the sylphs, and what meaning combines them? Take innocent – does it mean 

sexually inexperienced like maids and children are, or does it mean ignorant as in lacking the 

doubting wits? Does innocent merely mean “young”, or (more seriously) naïve; do the 

children and maids believe because they don’t have enough knowledge to doubt and be 

critical? And does such a naivety have a positive value? The interpretation we reach 

concerning this word is important for the interpretation of the entire poem. If innocent is read 

as “childlike”, or lacking in experience, we conclude that children are able to perceive truths 

that adults cannot. If however our interpretation is “naïve”, it follows that these girls (which 

would include almost every woman in the poem) are mistaken, and base their conduct and 

perception of the world on something which is quite simply not correct. That would indeed 

make both them and the sylphs ridiculous. It is at least clear that the knowledge of the secret 

truths must be taught before the maidens are too learned and too proud.  

 

A view on women  
 

After the descriptions of the different spirits (cited earlier in the chapter) Ariel moves on to 

explain the influence the sylphs have on a coquette: 

 ‘Know further yet; whoever Fair and Chaste 

 Rejects Mankind is by some Sylph embrac’d: (I 67-68)   

This famous couplet, bound together by the ironic rhyme chaste/embrac’d, accurately points 

out the contradictory state of a coquette: she is not fully sexual nor completely chaste. She 

might dream of a handsome man, but never pursue him in real life. We should dwell a bit on 

the well-known fact that young men and women, unless financially independent, were not 

allowed to marry as they wanted. There is a game going on at court between men and women, 

a flirtatious, sexual game that may be frivolous in its character, but never fully realised – love 

was not a part of marriage, so such a game will probably lead to nothing. Yet, men and 

women will be attracted to one another, and if one is to control this attraction what better way 

to do it than in a game with clear rules? The sylphs’ function becomes very clear in this 

perspective: they prevent women from falling in love with one man, who could cause ruin for 

her. That is why the sylphs make Belinda take a glance at the love letter on her bedside table 

and forget it straight away. If they should fail, if the coquette’s heart should be fixed on 

someone, the sylphs lose their power and disappear. They can protect Belinda against all 
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kinds of danger, it seems, until Ariel discovers an “earthly lover lurking in her heart”. We see 

in the fatal moment (when the Baron approaches Belinda with the scissors) that the sylphs are 

without power to intervene. Ariel tries a last time to protect the lock from the steel, but stops 

as he to his horror and surprise finds out that he is powerless because Belinda has done what 

she is not supposed to – fall in love. “An earthly lover is lurking at her heart”, as Ariel puts it 

(III 144), and we can assume that this is the Baron. The sylphs are the spirits of coquettes who 

prevent the living coquettes from being unchaste by keeping their affections moving from 

man to man. The donna really is mobile. Once a girl has fallen into passion she is beyond the 

aid of the sylphs. Nonetheless, she can flirt and extend her smiles to all, her eyes are “like the 

sun and shine on all alike” (II 14). Belinda is described as a coquette with no outspoken wish 

of marrying; on the contrary, she is criticized for being a “frivolous tease” (Brooks 1968:136). 

Her unfixed affection is however necessary if she wants to be a figure at court, and it 

minimizes the risk of “falling”. We have already seen that the sylphs can only protect maids, 

innocents, children and fair. At the fatal moment with the scissors, we understand that 

somehow Belinda’s status has changed. Ariel has lost his power and must retire with a sigh. 

When Ariel finds “an earthly lover lurking” at Belinda’s heart he leaves her because she is no 

longer innocent. When a maid enters the valley of passion anything can happen, and passion 

is not compatible with the married estate. So when Belinda, it is suggested, feels passion for 

one man, the sylphs are unable to control or guide her, the passion is too strong to be 

controlled and this is why it should be feared. It will only cause misery. What is immediately 

at stake, with a very epic value it must be added, is that Belinda succumbs to her passion for 

the Baron and lets him have not only the metaphor but the “real” lock – her maidenhood. 

This contradictory state of coquettes, not completely chaste, not completely sexual, is 

a rather accurate description of expectations to women through history up until today. Women 

are still firstly to be desired, and even though other qualities today are more important and the 

focus on the desire is less poignant, it is attraction that first and formerly will define her. 

Representations of women have through the history been constantly sexualized in the arts, 

high as well as popular. It seems however clear that the expectations to public appearance do 

not correspond with private ones. As a result, different expectations for the different types of 

women develop: mistresses and courtesans, either secretly adored or publicly acknowledged, 

become an institution, and they are the clear opposites to wives. The mistress can be fully 

sexual, the wife has to be (almost) fully chaste. In Epistle to a Lady (year), Pope spelled out 

the opposites: 



 35 

Chaste to her Husband, frank to all beside, 

A teeming Mistress, but a barren Bride. (II 69-72) 

As a mistress the woman is tempting and sexual, but as a bride her demanded chastity makes 

her barren. Pope seems very aware of this contradictory view on women, and in The Rape of 

the Lock he shows it clearly. The function of the sylphs, to keep young women chaste by 

moving their affection from one man to another, shows the poet’s understanding of this 

double role put on women, when the truth must be that obviously they are both. It really is 

brilliant of Pope to compare this with the Rosicrucian view on the “ultimate renouncement”, 

where the motivation and reward for chastity is greater sexual satisfaction. Such is the 

Count’s, and the Rosicrucian’s idea of chastity. Surely there is some moral confusion 

involved.   

 What guards the Purity of melting Maids, 

 In courtly Balls, and Midnight Masquerades, 

 Safe from the treach’rous Friend, the daring Spark, 

 The Glance by Day, the Whisper in the Dark; 

 When kind Occasion prompts their warm Desires, 

 When Musick softens, and when Dancing fires?  

 ‘Tis but their Sylph, the wise celestial know, 

 Tho’ Honour is the Word with Men below. (71-78) 

Honour thus is nothing more than appearance, and the sylphs are what keep the coquettes 

chaste. The serious implication of this statement is that women are not to be praised for being 

chaste and honourable – it is the result of the hard work of the sylphs. What is important 

about the sylphs’ interventions is that it is necessary and thereby points out that physical 

attraction works both ways. The dominant theme in The Rape of the Lock is female beauty 

and attractiveness, or how women attract men and sometimes drive them to taking liberties. 

“The stealing of Miss Fermor’s hair” is exactly such a liberty, and the reason for why it 

happened is the first question addressed in the poem (What strange Motive could compel / a 

well-bred Lord t’assault a gentle Belle (I 7-8), and the answer to this question is the recurring 

topic to its very end. One of the suggestions implies that it is Belinda, through her lock, who 

lures the Baron into stealing it. Have a look at these verses in Canto II: 

 Love in these Labyrinths his Slaves detains, 

 And mighty Hearts are held in slender Chains. 

 With hairy Springes we the Birds betray, 

Slight lines of Hair surprise the finny Prey, 
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Fair tresses Man’s imperial Race ensnare, 

And Beauty draws us with a single Hair. (II.23-28)  

The Baron is the prey, making Belinda the predator. Men are helpless to resist the temptation 

of female beauty. We do not get any justification as to why the women lure the men into their 

nets. It is however clear in the poem that women are equally physically attracted to men, and 

it is this that is so importantly expressed through the role of the sylphs, their difficult task of 

preventing young women from falling in love with one particular man. The desire is 

explicitly, almost naughtily, expressed when the gnomes enter the poem in the Cave of 

Spleen, where “Maids turned bottles, call aloud for Corks” (IV.54).  In the epic journey to the 

underworld we see the most secret longings and despairs of women under the jurisdiction of 

the gnomes, and the despair they express is the disappointment in love and sexual desire.  

 But anxious Cares the pensive Nymphs oppressed, 

And secret passions laboured in her Breast. 

Not youthful Kings in Battle seized alive, 

Not scornful Virgins who their Charms survive, 

Not ardent Lovers robbed of all their Bliss, 

Not ancient Ladies when refused a Kiss, 

Not Tyrants fierce that unrepenting die, 

Not Cynthia when her Manteau’s pinned awry, 

E’er felt such rage, resentment and Despair  

As thou, sad Virgin! for thy ravish’d Hair. (IV.1-10)  

Of all the verses and rhymes in the poem, these must be amongst the most exquisite. All of 

the rhymes are what Hugh Kenner calls “reasonable” (Kenner 1974:74-88). It makes perfect 

sense to rhyme alive with survive, creating a seemingly logical coherence in the couplet. But 

this is Pope, and as we know seemingly probably means the opposite: the logical rhymes 

make out a sharp contrast to the rest of the content in the couplet, combining and comparing 

kings who wished they hadn’t been taken/ravished, with old maids that wanted to, and ardent 

lovers robbed of what they wanted to give with ancient ladies who didn’t get what they 

wanted, ending in the last rhyme hair/despair – which carries in it the entire poem.  

 

Prudes and nymphs 
 

We have until now mainly focused on the sylphs because they are the most prominent spirits 

in the poem. I will briefly discuss the others, since they correspond to different types of 



 37 

women and their constitution. Ariel lists four different types of spirits (sylphs, gnomes, 

nymphs and salamanders) but we only meet and get thorough descriptions of sylphs and 

gnomes. Ariel explains that “The graver Prude sinks downward to a Gnome, / In search of 

Mischief still on Earth to roam”, and the mischief seems to consist of being generally very 

mean. Their conduct only contributes to chaos. In the Cave of Spleen, we get a more thorough 

description of the mischief they’re constantly seeking. 

But oh! If e’er thy Gnome could spoil a Grace, 

Or raise a Pimple on a beauteous Face, 

Like citron waters matrons’ cheeks inflame, 

Or change complexions at a losing game; 

If e’er with airy Horns I planted on Heads 

Or rumpled Petticoats, or tumbled Beds, 

Or caused Suspicion when no soul was rude,  

Or discomposed the head-dress of a Prude, 

Or e’er to costive lap-dog gave disease,  

Which not the Tears of brightest Eyes could ease:  

Hear me, and touch Belinda with chagrin, 

That single act gives half the World the Spleen. (IV 65-78)   

It seems obvious that the denied love has turned to bitterness, and a certain ambition of 

preventing other women from having what they failed to get. The result is false rumours to 

create conflicts, spoiling beauty and cause pain. Umbriel is the gnome that embraces Belinda, 

only to increase her pain. Belinda doesn’t stay long in this state; by advice from Thalestris she 

soon leaves Megrim and Affectation to revenge her stolen lock, and the (mock-) epic battle of 

the sexes begin. 

The sylphs show Belinda’s different states of mind during the poem, and thus show 

different states of being for the women at court: young coquettes, disappointed spinster, 

vengeful viragos, and good humoured nymphs. Belinda is in three of these states as the poem 

unfolds. For most of the poem she is guarded by the sylphs. Then, in the Cave of Spleen she is 

influenced by Umbriel the gnome. Her rage and actions in the battle would suggest “a 

salamander’s name”, even though no references are made to this spirit in the last canto. The 

only state/mood she doesn’t seem to enter is the nymph’s; described as “Soft yielding Minds 

to Water glide away, / And sip with Nymphs, their Elemental Tea.” Who these women are is 

not clear as we are given no examples, but my suggestion is that this is the state of mind 

advertised by Clarissa in her famous speech. We will have thorough look at this in chapter III, 
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Values and Virtues, so it will do for now to merely mention her focus on good humour, sense 

and patience as necessary qualities for a woman. Her own being and appearance might even 

make her an example of this woman type (even though her assistance in the steeling of the 

hair might not fit so well with the description of a soft yielding mind). We are however not 

given any specific details about the salamanders and nymphs to know clearly what their wards 

would be like and whether some of them are to be found in the poem (like Thalestris and 

Clarissa). Do the requirements and characteristics Ariel lists in his dream speech in Canto I 

apply to all of the spirits? If they do, it would seem like the state between “coquette” and 

“prude” – married – does not fall under the jurisdiction of any of the spirit. Married women, it 

appears, are not young, fair and innocent any more, and cannot be protected or guarded by 

any spirit.  

 

Conclusion 
 

By the end of this chapter we should remember what Pope himself said about his motivation 

for employing a machinery: the wisest way is to reserve them for your greatest necessities. 

What this means in The Rape of the Lock is to explain the unexplainable conduct of the 

coquettes. This question is asked in the very beginning of the poem: 

 Say what strange Motive, Goddess! Could compel 

 A well-bred Lord to assault a gentle Belle? 

O say what stranger cause, yet unexplor’d  

Could make a gentle Belle reject a Lord?  

In tasks so bold can little men engage, 

And in soft Bosoms dwells such mighty Rage? (I 7-12) 

Trying to understand the motivation behind female behaviour can be seen as the grand 

motivation for this poem, and the way this ambition is attacked is by asking what lead the 

heroine Belinda/Arabella to reject a lord. Pope’s way of solving the problem in Belinda’s case 

is to make external fairy-like creatures responsible for her (and consequently women’s) 

different moods and fits. As the spirits, according to the tale of the Comte de Gabalis, 

correspond to different moods and constitutions, employing them as the epic machinery and 

by changing their gender (or rather adapting them to a woman), the poet was able to explain 

the heroine’s (and her likes’) behaviour by the impact of supernatural intervention.  

 So what is it that makes a belle reject a lord? The sylphs actually have the answer. 

Look at these verses from Canto II, concerning the sylphs’ preoccupations:  
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 Whether the Nymph shall break Diana’s law, 

Or some frail China Jar receive a Flaw; 

Or stain her honour, or her new brocade; 

Forget her prayers, or miss a Masquerade; 

Or lose her Heart, or Necklace, at a Ball: 

Or whether Heaven has doomed that Shock must fall. (II 105-110)  

These verses show the sylphs’, and consequently the coquettes’, complete lack of relativity. 

They are also structurally exquisite due to Pop’s use of zeugma and “reasonable” rhymes, and 

the message these tools makes is the answer to the question why Belinda takes it all so 

seriously. There is no difference between a woman breaking Diana’s law, losing her virginity, 

and a vase receiving a flaw, and so it continues. The following verses are divided in two, and 

the different incidents described in each part are given the same importance by combining 

them with the same verb. Two competing values are compared and equalized, even though 

they semantically are of vastly different consequence. The result is that social activities are as 

important as religious ones, a heart has the same value as precious jewels; in short: there is 

nothing separating material and spiritual objects and actions.  This explains a lot. To the 

sylphs, there is no difference between a metaphorical stain and a real one, so how, then, could 

they see the difference between a metaphorical rape of a lock of hair, and a serious sexual 

assault? The answer is that to the sylphs, there is no difference between these events: they are 

both a travesty that should not happen. Any “theft” of something, any liberty, is an attack on 

Belinda’s person and honour, the protection of which is their sole task. In this way, the role of 

the sylphs explains Belinda’s “overreaction” as her mood and humour is influenced/controlled 

by spirits whose task it is not to be relative. It is clear that to the sylphs, honour simply means 

reputation. We see this later in Thalestris’ speech as well, and it accumulates with Belinda’s 

infamous remark:  

 Oh hadst thou, cruel! Been content to seize, 

 Hairs less in sight, or any Hairs than these! (IV. 175-176)   

J. Paul Hunter remarks in his “Introduction: The Rape of the Lock Three Hundred Years 

Later”, that originally it is Thalestris who utters these lines, but in the later versions it is the 

heroine herself (Hunter 2016:7). This effects how we should see Belinda and the women in 

the poem, and it brings us back to the earlier discussion of gender and sexuality. The verses 

prove two things. Firstly, that to Belinda, what seems to be is as important as what actually is. 

The appearance, however erroneous, matters as much as the truth. Secondly, it more than 

mildly suggests that a part of Belinda clearly wants the Baron to take a part of her, as long as 
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no one knows. What follows after these lines is the epic battle of the sexes, “where nearly all 

the characters seek a little more than on their foes to die” (Hunter 2016:7). We have already 

discussed how Pope acknowledges women’s sexuality as equal to men’s, and in the battle this 

is made explicit. But what is so important about Pope’s understanding of the belles’ want of 

desire is that it has great impact on the status/question of the “rape” itself. If he acknowledges 

the reciprocal need of desire between men and women, it is also likely that he understands the 

real Belinda’s reaction to such an invasion on her privacy and intimacy. He obviously sees it 

as an overreaction, but he treats it with such patience and humour which he couldn’t have 

been able to had he not also understood where the reaction comes from.  

 We should nevertheless not be content with explaining the sylphs as a mere necessity 

for explaining the conduct of the coquettes, we must also look at the question the other side 

around: what does this conduct mean? Since the reason for the supernatural intervention was 

the possibly fatal consequences of the lady falling in love with one man, we should also see 

the sylphs as a manifestation of the conventions and expectation guiding (and controlling) the 

lives of women at court. So the sylphs, the clearest expression of the mythical in the poem, 

also carry in them a clear reminder of real life circumstances. When it is said that the sylphs 

protect the “purity of melting maids”, this verse states the important fact that a woman’s 

purity relies on her innocence and honour, which translates to virginity. What is so 

remarkable about the representation of the sylphs is that their words and actions mock the 

very same conventions as they represent. The constant and recurring focus and comments on 

appearance as opposed to the truth, like the infamous “tho’ Honour is the Word with Men 

below” (I 78), makes it clear that a value such as honour is nothing but other people’s 

impression of you, even if it were to be erroneous. Conventions are of course social 

constructions, made to help us navigate in social interactions. Therefore, they are only valid 

where they are (silently) accepted and agreed upon. But more importantly, as the sylphs so 

brilliantly demonstrate, being social constructions they have no value beyond a social setting, 

which means other people’s opinion. What seems to be necessary becomes the only point of 

reference and judgment. I called the sylphs manifestations of conventions on women, and in 

this remarkable manifestation we really see the function and constitution of a convention: 

guiding, limiting and constructed.  
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Having it both ways – on the mock-epic 
The fictional sphere 

 

Now that we have seen how the sylphs represent the conventions that “guard the purity of 

melting maids” we can go on to focus on the maid in question – the heroine Belinda.  

 

Normally in our rational society, we tend to follow a way of thinking where affirming one 

idea necessarily means excluding another. Logocentrism has since Antiquity split our 

experiences, knowledge and ideas into a system of dichotomic oppositions where order is 

established by defining a thing from what it is not, and creating a hierarchy between the 

oppositions. This idea of logocentrism has a massive impact on our ability to understand and 

perceive our surroundings. Cleanth Brooks opens his article “The case of Miss Arabella 

Fermor” (1943) by stating that petrarchism and its idealistic romance died when the biology 

of women entered the romantic literature (Brooks 1968:135). A woman could not be both a 

tempting mistress and subject of the same biological process as everybody else, these are 

dichotomic oppositions, Brooks (ironically) argues. But the Elizabethans, he says, don’t seem 

to mind this; John Donne for instance has it “both ways”:  

 Our hands were firmly cemented 

 With a fast balm, which thence did spring 

 Donne has a privilege most of us are bereaved of, it seems: 

“We are disciplined in the tradition of either-or and lack the mental agility – to say 

nothing of the maturity of attitude – which would allow us to indulge in the finer 

distinctions and the more subtle reservations permitted by the tradition of both-and. 

(…) But the greater poems of our tradition are more ambitious in this matter: as a 

consequence, they come perhaps nearer the truth than we do with our ordinary hand-

to-mouth insights” (Brooks: 135-136). 

 

Brooks raises this rather big question because he is addressing the challenges concerning the 

heroine of The Rape of the Lock – Belinda. Belinda is an ambiguous character that critics 

through history have seemed eager to describe and defend as one of the following: a goddess 

or a “frivolous tease” (Brooks’ term). There is evidence to support both. What is so intriguing 

with this problem is that it mirrors the challenges we are facing in interpreting the poem itself. 

Is it a critique of the silliness of women, a description of a storm-in-a-teapot, or harsher 

criticism of a society in moral disarray? Narrowed down, the most essential question to be 

asked is this: is the poem to be taken seriously or not? This confusion is made possible by the 

genre, and it is the very essence of satire. What we encounter in The Rape of the Lock is a 
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society that gives epic proportions to trivial incidents. However, the epic genre itself is 

simultaneously being mocked and exposed to ridicule through the use of its conventions. But 

does the application of humour/ laughter exclude all seriousness and point? Hardly. The task 

of the reader becomes sorting out what is serious and what is amusement, thus making the 

mock-epic a demanding genre where meaning fully depends on its readers. In the following 

chapter we will have a closer look at the mock-epic and its epic big brother, to see whether a 

comparison of the two can help us in interpreting the poem. My theory is one of having it 

both ways – I suggest that this key to the lock, the mock-epic genre, is opening up the 

possibility of seeing the poem as both a serious critique and a delightful piece of art.  

 

Mock-epic – epic  
 

An essential key to interpreting the poem is the epic genre with its conventions. In light of 

these, we can see the events of Belinda’s story more clearly, and it can help us discover the 

origin of the ridiculous. The question we need to ask ourselves is this: what would these 

characters and actions look like if The Rape of the Lock were an epic? Comparing The Rape 

of the Lock with The Iliad will help us sort out the particularities of the 18th century. What 

was at stake and why in ancient Greece, and what does this correspond with in Pope’s 

society? Even though saying that The Rape of the Lock is a parody of Homer’s Iliad might be 

an exaggeration, it nevertheless is a correct one in classical terms: The Greek word parodia 

originally means an “imitation of a song of Homer” (Rose 1993:12), which The Rape of the 

Lock formally is, even though the similarities strictly speaking are limited. The differences in 

action, content and characters are so considerable that calling it a mere imitation or parody is 

misleading, rendering the poem much more simple than it is. Pope wrote The Rape under the 

influence of the Homeric epics, but also Virgil and Milton were important epic points of 

reference (Brower 1968:191). Nevertheless, The Iliad remains central.  We recognize several 

motives and scenes from the epic. The Rape of the Lock was written while Pope was working 

on the translation of the Iliad, and several verses bear a striking likeness with those of the 

poem. It is of interest to note that the translation was finished and appeared after the first 

version of The Rape (1715), which probably lead to several people reading The Rape of the 

Lock before The Iliad. What is interesting about this is that we have a kind of double or 

reversed parody; The Iliad seeming like an imitation of The Rape of the Lock to those readers 

who read the latter first. This effect would hardly occur now, as Pope’s translation is no 

longer the standard English version of the Iliad. Pope’s translation was an excellent one, but 



 44 

as Richard Bentley famously noted: “it is a pretty poem, Mr. Pope, but you must not call it 

Homer”. Pope made Homer speak English like Pope himself.  

In the preface of his 1726 edition of The Odyssey, Pope discusses the views expressed 

by René Le Bossu concerning the epic genre in the 17th century. This discussion is wide-

ranging. Since I gave a summary of LeBossu’s theory in the previous chapter, I will only 

elaborate here the demands he makes concerning the action and hero. These are however the 

most important and constitutional ones. I would argue that to LeBossu and Pope, the 

constitution of the epic poem relies on the character of the hero. The action is supposed to be 

one, entire and great. The greatness is particularly important, because the epic poem 

according to Le Bossu, was “originally employed in representing the divine nature” (p. 1), 

however this needed to be done through the representation of man. Making men examples to 

follow, the poet brings the epic closer to the reader/listener, as man after all is closest to man, 

and it is difficult to follow the examples of deities. As the goal of the epic is to instruct 

humanity of the divine nature, it subsequently needs to show the examples of the best of men. 

This is why the men (or heroes) must be of a certain dignity – man is “the chief and most 

noble” creature God produced and therefore fitting to represent the greatness of their 

creator/s. To make this point clear it is important to note that the heroes depicted in the epic 

are the most noble of men: “the presence of deity…obliges the poet to represent this action as 

great, important and managed by Kings and Princes.”14 The poet must elaborate his hero’s 

character by making him speak an elevated language, and add further grandeur to this hero 

and his actions: “the poetical and figurative Expression, and the Majesty of the Heroick 

Verse”(p. 4). In sum: the action must be great because the hero is a noble man, and the hero 

must be noble because he represents the finest creation of the Gods and thereby the Deities 

themselves. The grandness of the hero is established through his language and elaborated 

descriptions. We understand by this the importance of the heroes in the epic genre. The other 

crucial demands, action and elevated language, derive from them.  

 In the mock-epic example of The Rape of the Lock, the hero has been turned in to a 

heroine; and thus spectacularly breaks the convention. Having a woman as the example of a 

noble character worthy of representing deity, and importantly, acting on her own, would 

probably be quite impossible to Le Bossu, even though it might not have been the case for 

Homer. There are several noble and great women and goddesses in the Homeric Epics 

                                                        
14 Pope presents Le Bossu’s theory on the epic poem in his introduction to the 
translation of The Odyssey, 1726, pages 1-43.  
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(Andromache and Penelope would fit the description of nobility). They are however not 

included in Le Bossu’s notion of heroes, nor do they hold the most prominent roles in the 

Iliad. The main heroes are men. In Belinda’s case it must furthermore be added that she is no 

princess, queen or leader, however she does belong to the upper class and is thus a 

representative of elevated people per se, with a proper language and (expectedly) proper 

actions. How unfitting her status as “merely” a lady is for the epic poem is not completely 

clear, but we have other means to reveal the true nobleness of her character: the descriptions 

of character, thoughts and actions. What establishes Belinda’s character as unfitting for the 

epic is that her actions, and thus the epic fable, are not elevated. There seems to be a dialectic 

relation between the hero and action. Consequently, if the hero’s character is less elevated, so 

must the action consequently be. Considering the essential influence of the hero, we should 

study this heroine more closely. For establishing Belinda as an epic heroine, we should have a 

closer look at a real one from The Iliad: the legendary Achilles. The two of them might turn 

out to have more in common than first expected, and the comparison of their differences and 

similarities will contribute to a better understanding of the meaning of Belinda.  

 

On the adventures of Belinda, or the day of a coquette  
 

The close relation of the action and the heroine manifests itself clearly in The Rape of the 

Lock. The action is a narrative of the different parts of Belinda’s day: waking up from ”sexy 

dreams” (Wall 1998), getting dressed (or puts on her armour), travelling to Hampton court, 

winning the game of Ombre, boasting a little too much and therefore “suffers an Aristotelian 

reversal of fortune” (Mack 1968: 155), of which she is warned by the poet: “Oh thoughtless 

Mortals! Ever blind to Fate, / Too soon detected and too soon elate! / Sudden these Honours 

shall be snatch’d away” (Canto III 101-103). Then triumph turns to despair by the theft of the 

lock. The Heroine screams, falls into a swoon, is advised by Clarissa, but refuses to listen, and 

finally kicks off a battle to regain her hair. We can conclude that the action is one and it is 

entire: only one day, no temporary leaps, and nothing lacking from the story. It is left to see 

whether the action fulfils the epic demand of greatness. The immediate answer to this would 

doubtlessly be no. There is little epic greatness about Belinda’s actions. We meet Belinda on a 

normal day that develops into a big fight over the theft of a lock of hair. The story is built up 

in anticipation of the stealing of the lock, with descriptions of the actions that lead to it, and 

culminates with the battle of the beaux and belles and the apotheosis of the lock. From the 
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very beginning we get the impression that Belinda’s reaction and anger is an overreaction. We 

remember Pope’s summary of it from the Introduction: 

 

The stealing of Miss Belle Fermor’s hair, was taken too seriously, and caused an 

estrangement between the two families (…). A common acquaintance and well-wisher to both, 

desired me to write a poem to make a jest of it, and laugh them together again. (Spence 

1820:20)  

 

The initial motivation and ambition of the poem was to make the situation less serious than 

certain of the involved parties considered it. There is no ambition of greatness; on the 

contrary, Pope is constantly underlining the triviality of the event. We get the same 

impression already in the poem’s introduction:  

 

What dire Offence from amr’ous Causes springs, 

What mighty Contests rise from trivial Things, (I 1-2) 

 

However, does the lack of epic greatness derive the event of all seriousness? We must see the 

epic and The Rape of the Lock in their historical contexts. The point of the poem is never to 

ridicule Arabella’s reaction to the trespassing of her privacy, but rather to point out the epic 

proportions men and women give the occurrences of their everyday life, events that really are 

of a very trivial nature. Having a heroine underlines this exaggeration, since it is common to 

judge especially women as unable to separate what’s important from what is trivial (at least 

according to Addison). Belinda’s day, trivial as it may be (until the theft of the lock) 

nevertheless follows the pattern of epic action: dream visit from the gods, putting on the 

armour, one battle (the game of ombre), epic feast (at the coffee table), and a last crucial 

battle. The epic recipe provided by Le Bossu is closely followed, and it is adapted the nature 

of the unconventional epic heroine. 

There are other levels of action in the poem that deserve attention. The second is what 

we can call the” quiet war of the sexes”. There is a constant friction between the men and 

women at court; there’s a distant intimacy in the way they frequent each other. In this battle 

men are the obvious superiors on the surface, but the “fair sex” also have their means of 

achieving power. One of the questions raised is: what means of power – what are poor 

females to recommend themselves with to improve their situation? Beauty, the source of all of 

Belinda’s power, or the good sense that Clarissa preaches? The title itself points to the war: 

the rape is not only figuratively pointing to the theft of a lock of hair, but how one of the 

sexes can assume power and take what they wish, like the Baron 
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Resolv’d to win, he meditates the way,  

By Force to ravish, or by Fraud betray;  

For when success a Lover’s Toil attends,  

Few ask, if Fraud or Force attain’d his Ends.” (II 31-34).  

The way in which the Baron obtains the lock is not ideal, it is a break of protocol, but it is 

clearly expressed that this is of little consequence to him – to Belinda on the other hand it 

could be of very much consequence. The war of the sexes manifests itself through the 

conventions of the courtship, or mere interaction, of man and woman. The rules they follow 

mirror the perception of the nature of the different genders. A woman, whose chief virtue is 

that of beauty, must always strive to improve the first quality, and this endeavour should be 

the ambition of all her actions. The war culminates into battle when this quality is physically 

attacked (by the Baron) as well as questioned (by Clarissa). In this regard we can also talk of 

a third level of action, which is psychological. During the day, Belinda goes through an 

emotional transformation from light, careless and flirtatious (very “womanly” indeed) at the 

beginning of the day: 

Favours to none, to all she Smiles extends;  

Oft she rejects, but never once offends. (…)   

Yet graceful Ease, and sweetness Void of Pride, 

Might hide her Faults, if Belles have Faults to hide. (II 11-12, 15-16)  

To hysteric, furious and aggressive at the end: 

See fierce Belinda on the Baron flies, 

With more than usual Lightning in her Eyes: (…) 

“Restore the Lock!” she cries; and all around 

“Restore the Lock!” the Vaulted Roofs rebound. 

Not fierce Othello in so loud a Strain 

Roared for the Handkerchief that caused his Pain. (V 75-76, 103-106)  

 

If we now compare these levels of action to those of the Iliad we will see that they are not so 

different: the main action can be argued to be either that of the fury of Achilles or the last 

days of the Trojan War, or (more likely) both. Another important level is the psychological 

development in the hero – the Iliad begins with Achilles being infuriated by the theft of 

Briseïs by Agamemnon, and consequently refuses to fight. This has massive consequences for 

the Greeks, almost leading to their leaving Troy. When Patroclus is killed by Hector, Achilles 

is broken with grief, which again turns to a desire for revenge, leading to his return to battle 
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and killing Hector. The whole course of the Trojan War depends on the mood of Achilles (it 

is important to note that I am referring to the changes in mood, not the changes in character). 

Furthermore, the hero of The Iliad and the heroine of The Rape of the Lock have some striking 

similarities turning out to be crucial for their respective poems. In the following, I will have a 

closer look at the presentation of Belinda in the famous dressing table scene in the end of 

Canto I. Here the heroine is introduced to the reader. My analysis will focus on the 

information we get on Belinda, her qualities, appearance and values, and in this I will also 

include verses from other parts of the poem that can help us enlighten and enforce the 

knowledge we get from the dressing table scene. There are countless references to The Iliad, 

Aeneid and other ancient works, and I will comment on those I find the most relevant for the 

analysis.     

 The poem begins with Belinda being awakened by the sylph Ariel visiting her dreams 

and providing the reader as well as Belinda with a heavenly message: he explains the 

institution of the sylphs, gnomes, salamanders and nymphs, and their respective 

responsibilities. Here he gives a thorough description of coquettes, and we understand that 

Belinda must be one of these women. When she at last leaves bed, Belinda heads straight 

towards her dressing table and the scene that follows is a key to understanding the coquettes. 

Let us start with the first verses: 

 And now, unveil’d, the Toilet stands display’d 

 Each silver vase in Mystic Order laid. 

First, rob’d in white, the Nymph intent adores 

With Head uncover’d, the Cosmetic Powr’s.  (Canto I 121-124)  

The “toilet”, with its mirror and table equipped with objects consecrated to the creation of 

beauty, creates an image of an altar. This is the sacred place of magical acts, and Beauty is 

immediately given a mystical religious dimension. The maid (probably) approaches the altar 

dressed in white and pays her humble respect to the cosmetic objects by acknowledging the 

power they possess. Now, Belinda makes her entrance:    

 A heavenly image in the Glass appears, 

  To that she bends, to that her Eyes she rears; 

 Th’inferior Priestess, at her Altar’s side,  

Trembling, begins the sacred Rites of Pride. ( I 125-128) 

Belinda shows beauty the same respect as the maid, but the heavenly image she bows to is no 

other than herself. There might raise a small confusion in these lines as to who is who and 

who adores what. It is possible that the nymph in white is Belinda herself, and the heavenly 
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image appears as she sits down in front of the mirror. Then the maid is referred to for the first 

time in the mentioning of “The inferior priestess”, a notion that has also caused some 

confusion – Brooks mentions how Pope’s friend Bishop Warburton feels obligated to mark 

out a small blunder in his friend’s writing: “There is a small inaccuracy in these lines. He first 

makes his heroine the chief priestess, then the goddess herself.” (Hunt 1968:137), referring to 

the later lines where the maid “decks the Goddess”. Upon this observation Brooks comments: 

“We shall certainly require more sensitive instruments than Bishop Warburton’s logic if we 

are to become aware of some of the nicest effects in the poem” (Brooks1968:138). The nice 

effect is that Warburton is quite right claiming that Belinda must be the superior priestess 

(since the maid is the inferior) but she is both the chief priestess and the goddess. There is no 

mistake here. Belinda adores her own image, but there is a nuance in this adoration as it is not 

the image of herself she is admiring, but rather the beauty itself appearing in the mirror. Her 

divinity is put on like an armour at the dressing table in the “sacred rites of pride”. The 

adoration is nicely enforced by the pairing of the verbs appears and rears – the apparition of 

the divine sight makes Belinda look up, directly after she has bowed down, creating a classic 

image of religious devotion. It is perfectly clear that the divinity this altar is consecrated to is 

Beauty, and Beauty manifests itself in Belinda. There now follows a more thorough 

description of the acts of the sacred rites of pride:  

 Unnumber’d Treasures ope at once, and here 

 The various Off’rings of the World appear; 

 From each she nicely culls with curious Toil, 

 And decks the Goddess with the glittr’ing spoil.  

This casket India’s glowing Gems unlocks 

 And all Arabia breathes from yonder Box. 

 The Tortoise here and Elephant unite, 

 Transform’d to Combs, the speckled and the white. (129-136) 

The dressing table has amongst its displayed objects treasures from the world, meaning both 

British colonies and other powerful states taking part in the elaborated, and cruel, trade of the 

18th century. The use of the word “off’rings” is in this connection interesting because it 

suggests that all the treasures on Belinda’s dressing table are gifts happily given to the rite of 

pride and beauty, but it is perhaps more telling that what is meant is that they are sacrifices 

made to the altar and cause of beauty. The entire world seems eager to contribute to the rite. 

We can reflect on the representation of colonies such as India being considered happy to offer 

their riches to the contribution of the splendour of the British court. Again we see how one 
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word contributes to such a strong, ambiguous effect in the poem; we might be charmed by the 

beauty now unfolding itself in the scene, but knowing history this beauty is not only 

enchanting. “Spoil” is in this sense much more fitting: this is exactly what the treasures are: 

spoils of war. We should notice how these four lines move from being open both in a 

semantic/figuratively as well as an audible way (here, appear) to more sober in the last (toil, 

spoil). Again Pope blends charm with gravity, but this time the irony is much more obvious in 

him combining the toil of the maid with “nicely” and “curious”, and describes the spoil, the 

trophies of war, as “glittering”. The maid does her hard work without further consideration of 

the origins of beauty’s offerings. The poet shares the maid’s curiosity as he further gives life 

to the objects, and by doing that he also gives life to the colonies 

Words like “ope”, “unclose”, “unfold”, “yonder”, “curious”, ”appear” (occurring 

several times), create the impression that the sacred rite is also a secret one, which is now 

being exclusively presented to us as the box is unlocked. Pope gives us access to the “green-

room”, as Brooks fittingly says. What is being unfolded to us is not merely the rite, but also 

the magical nature of the sacrifices – the casket secretly reveals the “glowing Gems”, but the 

grammatical order of the line also creates an impression of the gems being the subject, 

unlocking India’s secret casket. “All Arabia” comes to life in the perfume soon to be applied; 

its breathing creating the picture of something living hiding under the perfume box, waiting to 

be revealed. The combs made out of tortoise shell and ivory go in the poem through an almost 

reversed metamorphosis, being first combs on the dressing table, then becoming live animals 

in the poem, and then again transforming themselves in an almost erotic way to combs. It is as 

if the scene itself is breathing and moving, contributing to the establishing of Belinda’s 

supernatural, divine beauty.  

The dressing table scene is not the only place in the poem where this effect is created. 

A similar description is made in the coffee table in Canto III (the Homeric feast here becomes 

a coffee party). An equal metamorphosis is created when “China’s Earth receives the smoking 

Tyde” (III 110), a description of the pouring of coffee into a porcelain cup. It seems like 

everything that comes close to the magic beauty of Belinda is enchanted and eroticized, 

resulting in the sensuality that marks the poem.15 But this quality is not only charming, we 

learn, it makes Belinda in possession of potentially dangerous powers.    

 Here Files of Pins extend their shining Rows, 

                                                        
15 This sensuality led to much criticism by the enemies of Pope, who considered the poem a 

“tawdry” business and proof of the poet’s nasty mind (Wall 1998:15).  
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 Puffs, Powders, Patches, Bibles, Billet-doux. 

 Now awful beauty puts on all its Arms; 

 The fair each Moment rises in her Charms 

Repairs her smiles, awakens ev’ry Grace, 

 And calls forth all the wonders of the Face; 

 Sees by degrees a purer Blush arise, 

 And keener Lightnings quicken in her Eyes. (I 137-144) 

There is here the obvious image of the epic hero preparing for battle, but Belinda is an 

aristocratic heroine in a different time, and the wars of the 18th century British aristocracy are 

fought in different places and different ways. Belinda’s arms are her charms, which can be 

quite lethal – her fairness, her smiles, her blush, the lightning in her eyes, her face, her 

gentleness and good behaviour, and these are used both to protect and to attack. Her arms are 

obviously different than those of the epic hero, but in these vain verses Pope has sneaked in a 

witty reference to Achilles, although not the one we meet in The Iliad. In Book XIII of Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, Achilles’ mother Thetis tries to prevent her son from going to battle, as she 

knows he will not return, by dressing him up as a girl and hiding him amongst her maids as 

the soldiers come for him.16 So even though Belinda is no traditional epic hero, the humour 

here is double: at first it ridicules the seriousness with which the dressing of the lady is taken, 

as if she was going to battle, when it actually is a direct link to Achilles himself. And for 

those enlightened readers who recognise the scene from Ovid (one can imagine that in Pope’s 

time there were quite a lot), it might cause a double laugh.    

Belinda’s beauty is disarming in its aw-inspiring power, not too different from the epic 

hero’s armoury. By underlining the parallels between Belinda and Achilles in this particular 

scene, we are reminded that the epic hero, too, is vain. Furthermore, Belinda’s petticoat is in 

Canto II described as a “seven fold Fence (…) stiff with Hoops, and armed with Ribs of 

Whale” with a “silver bound” (II 119-121), referring to Ajax’ “sevenfold Shield” and 

Achilless’ “broad Shield” bound by “living Silver”.17The comparison between the epic 

armoury and an elaborated gown is not as ridiculous as it might seem at first glance, since the 

armouries as well were items of decoration. Thetis ordered Vulcan to make her son an 

                                                        
16 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book XIII, 163-185. 
17 Alexander Pope: The Iliad of Homer: Books I-IX. ed. Maynard Mack, London: Methuen, 
1967. Book 7, 296; and Alexander Pope: The Iliad of Homer: Books X-XXIV. ed. Maynard 
Mack, London: Methuen, 1967. Book 18, 701-703. I will be referring to verses from 
Pope’s translation of the Iliad as Pope’s Iliad, Book and verse.  
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armour, and the god described his work the “most envy’d Arms, the Gaze / Of wondering 

Ages and the World’s amaze!” (Pope’s Iliad, 18, 535-36). Carolyn D. Williams points out in 

her Pope, Homer, and Manliess (1993) that Achilles throughout the epic is “feminised by his 

association with appearance and disguise” (176-77). So the parody here works both ways; 

both Belinda and Achilles are ridiculed, Belinda because she treats her dressing and make-up 

with religious seriousness, and Achilles because he is not really any better than the frivolous 

Belinda.  

But let us return to the dressing table, because there is more in these verses with the 

power of enlightenment. These lines are important because they reveal one of our chief 

quests: the values of Belinda and her society, and consequently those presented and attacked 

in The Rape of the Lock. In this regard, two of the verses are of particular interest: “Puffs, 

Powders, Patches, Bibles, Billet-doux” and “sees by degrees a purer Blush arise”. The first 

verse can be read as a mere description of what is to be found on Belinda’s messy dressing 

table, but what we should be attentive enough to notice here is the chaos included in Pope’s 

structured verses that depend so much on order. The chaos and randomness of the objects 

should therefore be studied more closely. We can read them as a telling example of how 

values have become confused and mixed in Belinda. As we saw in the previous chapter, the 

confused values in the coquettes come from the sylphs’ inability of being relative. It is 

however not completely the same thing, the example of the metaphorical stain on honour and 

that on a dress, explicitly talks of the sylphs’ task, which is to protect Belinda from any 

compromising, read dangerous, situation. In the sylphs’ case, relativity is not required; it is 

not their task to separate between grave and not. Their task is her honour, which we earlier 

stated simply means reputation. But the mixed objects on the dressing table is in Belinda’s 

bedchamber, a very private sphere, so there is no reputation at stake here. Nevertheless, the 

objects equally represent a critic of a society where religious and secular objects are treated 

with the same indifference, but it reflects values rather than correct behaviour, and whereas 

behaviour is controlled by outer conventions, our values can in the end only be controlled by 

ourselves. When the sylphs don’t distinguish between trifles and travesties, it is because their 

task is strictly in accord with social expectations, which is being honourable, indeed, but at 

the same time beyond any critical attack. Thus there are no breakings of frail China Jars, no 

improper behaviour or breaking of the rules from the coquettes’ side. In the dressing table 

scene on the other hand, we are in a private and secret place where there will be no external 

control of decorum. If Belinda wants to treat her bibles with no more care than her make-up 

and love letter, or the other way around; treating her love letter with the same care as she 
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treats her bibles (why plural?), she is free to do so without consequences. In this way, Pope 

again makes it clear that honour is nothing more than reputation. We really should watch 

people alone if we want to know what they are really like.   

This play with words of different associations is one of the poem’s most prominent 

traits, of which there are examples throughout the poem. As we see from the examples above, 

this word game demands the reader to correctly order the values according to their true 

significance, in other words: make order out of chaos. But this value judgement either comes 

spontaneously or not at all – it depends on the reader’s recognizing Belinda’s inability to 

separate between religion and courtly love, and if this is recognized the judgement is already 

there in the immediate reaction caused by the improper mix of items of value. The dressing 

table, or the altar, exposes the fetishism of objects that mark both men and women at court. 

The same task befalls the reader in the discussed scene depicting the sylphs’ inability to 

distinguish appearance and importance, as we saw in the previous chapter:   

Or stain her Honour, or her new Brocade; 

Forget her Prayr’s, or miss a Masquerade; 

Or lose her Heart, or Necklace, at a Ball (II 107-109)  

Brilliant as though these verses might be, they are meaningless if the reader is unable to 

recognize the difference between the metaphorical stain on Belinda’s honour and the real one 

on her dress. When mock epic poems, like The Rape of the Lock, are accused of being trifles 

with no substance, it might very well be due to the reader not recognising the parody. The 

verses serve as a description of a society that in its elevation of the trivial has confused the 

trivial with the grand, just like the mock-epic. The society is like the genre: the people give 

epic proportions to things of little consequence and forget what is actually important, what is 

really worthy of epic, and poetry for that matter, in the process. In Pope’s verses, the trivial 

and grand are by comparison equalized, but not only are trivial things elevated to a higher 

significance; what is of great importance is brought down to a trivial level. A Billet-doux is 

not only given the same lofty quality as the Bible; the Bible is given an equal triviality as a 

love letter. What points to a moral disarray is not the elevation of the trivial but rather the 

consequence of it: the degradation of the traditional values. It is far more serious that 

something important loses importance than something trivial increasing in consequence. The 

consequence in the case of miss Arabella Fermor and Lord Petre is that two important 

families in a vulnerable social group drift apart because of the members’ inability to separate 

the important from the trivial, and appearance from reality. In the case of poetry, the 

ridiculous stands and falls with the reader’s ability to react correctly.  
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 The notion of appearance vs. reality is excellently shown in the verse “Sees by degrees 

a purer Blush arise” (I 143). Where the epic hero prepares for a very real battle where his 

arms must be indeed of the best quality, the mock epic heroine is about to engage in a battle 

more of pretence. As the battle is an imagined one, her armour is equally made-up – the blush 

in her cheeks comes from the make up the maid puts on as she “repairs her Smiles”. This 

blush is the third we hear of in the first Canto (Belinda’s “sexy dreams” of a Birth-night Beau 

make her blush in her sleep (I 24) and Ariel mentions how the sylphs “teach Infant-Cheeks a 

bidden Blush to know” (I 89)). What’s interesting is the mentioning of this blush as purer. 

Normally one would expect something fake to be the direct opposite of pure, but even though 

this society mixes religious and secular love, it stays true to some of its values: the 

impropriety of sexual desire. Her early blush, caused by the dream, was according to these 

standards a shameful one, but the false blush that is painted on has no shameful cause. The 

cosmetic powers conquer the cosmic ones – she gains the same result, a becoming, maidenly 

complexion, without improper and potentially dangerous reasons. Another interesting paradox 

between the real and false blush is that the real in a normal situation often is a sign of 

embarrassment and expresses a wish to avoid people’s attention – not be seen. The purer 

blush applied by the dressing table has precisely the opposite intention – that of attention and 

admiration. These paradoxes should be studied more closely later, but let us one last time 

return to our priestesses at the altar, before we finish the dressing table scene:   

 The busy Sylphs surround their darling Care; 

 These set the Head, and those divide the Hair, 

 Some fold the Sleeve, whilst others plait the Gown; 

 And Betty’s prais’d for Labours not her own.  (I 145-148)  

Belinda’s beauty is a divine one, prepared by magic creatures.  

 

Conclusion 
 

 

A different view on the epic 

 

The comparison between Belinda’s dressing scene and the epic arming the hero clearly points 

out that Belinda’s body is protected with an armour, and that the battlefield Belinda (or the 

maid, or the sylphs) so carefully prepares for preparing for, is the “quiet war between the 

sexes” (Mack 1968:115) going on at court. That it is Belinda’s undergarment that provides the 
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protection of an armour clearly point out the stakes at risk. The sylphs comment that even 

though the petticoat is equipped with ribs of whale and silver, some might still get through it. 

That is why they have put fifty sylphs in guard of the petticoat.But there are more battles 

going on that are worth mentioning, just as there are always more than one battle scene in an 

epic. Even though The Rape of the Lock only is set for a day, it contains at least three such 

battles: the underlying “war of the sexes”, the game of ombre in Canto III and the battle of the 

beaux and belles that ends the poem. None of these can compete with the glorious fights in 

The Iliad, but maybe that is not the point either? The mock-epic genre is not only about 

mocking the everyday quarrels and conflicts of silly people, but also to mock the genre it 

emerges from: the epic. The vanity of Belinda’s character is obvious but never so exaggerated 

that it carries the heroine too far away from her model. Achilles is visible even when Belinda 

(and Pope) is at her most frivolous. Achilles and the epic inspiration are therefore to a big 

degree touched by the same criticism. As Sarah Ferguson argues in The Unbalanced Mind: 

Pope and the Rule of Passion (1986), Achilles and Belinda even share the same moods and 

reactions. When she loses her lock, our heroine reacts with “rage, resentment and despair” (IV 

9), Achilles on his side sheds “tears of anger and disdain” (Pope’s Iliad, Book I, verse 458) 

when Briseïs is taken from him. They both, Ferguson argues, surrenders to their passion 

(Ferguson 1986:42). Pope did not like this quality in Achilles and comments in a note in his 

translation that “Achilles lets his anger prevail” and loses focus on his glory. By exaggerating 

these emotions in his parody Belinda, Pope points out that epic heroes, just like ladies and 

gentlemen today, also exaggerate triviality.  

 Another critique that strikes both ways can be found in the game of ombre. This was a 

popular card game in the 18th century, and there are several references to it in the poem. 

Belinda and the Baron plays in Canto III, and in the verses we meet kings on their way to the 

“velvet plain” (III 44), echoing the plains in front of Troy, the godlike fighting of two cards 

we understand are Achilles and Hector: unconquerable Spadillio, who “Led off two captive 

Trumps, and swept the Board” (III 49-50) and Manillio, a “Victor from the verdant Field” (III 

52). There is little glory in the battles at court when they are being fought at a table. But then 

again, is it really a goal to have bloody battles where men die and cities are destroyed? It is 

after all much more civilized to limit one’s fighting to a game of make believe. Equally in the 

final battle scene, where the belles and beaux fight, but only to “die in metaphor and song” (V 

60). I do by no means claim that Pope criticizes the heroes of old for their violence, on the 

contrary, he did not approve of Achilles’ sulking and withdrawal from the war. But once 

again we see that the critique is not obvious and with a single receptor.  
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 Yet, when we claim that this is grander and this is more trivial, it is all a question of 

values, taste, and knowledge. What we have most importantly established in this chapter is 

the role given the reader of The Rape of the Lock. Even though this conclusion might be so 

obvious it hardly needs to be mentioned, it is nevertheless important to make a point of it 

because of the ambiguous character of the mock-epic genre in general, and The Rape of the 

Lock in particular.  The ambiguity and double meaning that so often define the couplets, given 

without any guidelines, make the entire understanding rely on the reader’s ability to see the 

differences the people at court are not able to. The ridiculous effect created in the fictional 

sphere was both the contrast in form (prop) where high styled epic verses are filled with 

trivial tales of a normal day at court, and in the contrast between the words uttered and what 

the combination of them actually means. One part of a couplet might be very logical, very 

correct, but it falls completely apart when paired with the next verse. Belinda carries in her all 

of the absurdities and ambiguities we find in the poem, and in many cases she is both 

ridiculed and praised. In the mock-epic, it would seem like we can have it both ways.  
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Values and virtues 
The real-life sphere 

 

At this point it is time to return to some of the initial questions from the introduction, where I 

made a point concerning the ridiculous and its relation to reality or “truth”. I say “truth” in 

order to avoid any heavier meaning than the one I am referring to: what we normally conceive 

as real. That is why we must now have a closer look into this “truth” – how can we find it 

again in The Rape of the Lock? We have made it clear that The Rape of the Lock is a mimetic 

poem with close bonds to the world in which it is created. The world is accurately drawn (as 

mentioned in the Introduction, his ability to correctly represent his time is what Pope is most 

celebrated and famous for); the life at court is vibrant, alive, sensual. The satire and ridicule in 

the poem do not occur from parody of the material or “worldly” conditions of 18th century 

Britain, the ridiculous object in the poem must by the first look be said to be types: the 

coquettes and fops of the British court. What is it then that makes them ridiculous? As we 

concluded in the previous chapter, Belinda’s status as a ridiculous character comes from her 

shallowness as a coquette, her confused values, and her so-called overreaction of the stealing 

of her lock. It is now time for us to find out in what way Belinda behaves contradictory to 

common norms/conventions. Does Pope offer us a suggestion of more proper behaviour? If he 

does, the closest we come is Clarissa’s speech at the beginning of Canto V, the key to the lock 

in this chapter. I consider the speech a key because it is the only place in the poem where a 

meaning is clearly presented, the moral of the poem as it is commonly referred to. This honest 

speech gives us an opportunity to get a better understanding of the conventions that have been 

referred to again and again through this thesis – if the ridiculous depends on the recognition 

and bond with the real world conventions, we need to find out what these are. Clarissa’s 

speech is where we come closest to understanding the values and expectations of Pope’s 

society. In this chapter I will have a close look at the speech of Clarissa, in comparison with 

the speech it was based on: the Lycian king Sarpedon’s speech to Glaucus in the twelfth book 

of The Iliad. Again we see the close connection with the epic, and again that everything is, 

and is not, what it appears to be, even in the real-life sphere.   

 

Brief editorial history  
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Clarissa’s speech was added in 1717, as a means of enforcing the moral of the poem18. An 

epic convention of the time was that there must be a clear moral to find in the epic, that the 

poem should be a moral example. Whether this demand is a just one I am not to judge, but I 

think it is more accurate to say that The Iliad and Odyssey rather present a set of values than a 

moral. According to LeBossu and other theorists of the 17th and 18th century, the morality 

must have an important role in the epic genre, because of the epic’s didactive value. Now 

Pope actually comments on a moral point he believes Homer makes in The Iliad in a comment 

in his translation. This is that through the contrast between “the perfectly manly Hector” 

(Janson 2006:94) and Achilles who succumbs to passion and sulks like a child, “the chief 

Moral of Homer was to expose the ill-effects of discord (Pope’s Iliad, note to Books III, verse 

53). Even though the demand of a moral seems unjust to us, we know that Pope read his 

inspiration (The Iliad) with a moral conclusion. It is not strange that he wanted the same for 

his mock-epic.   

This might however not be the only reason for Pope to include the speech and enforce 

the morality of his work. The poem was criticised upon its publication in 1712, on the 

grounds of immorality and impropriety. As a Catholic, Pope was an easy target for his 

opponents; very likely to be guilty of all the “nasty” ideas and preferences he was accused 

of.19 The publishing of A Key to the Lock, or a Treatise proving, beyond all contradiction, the 

dangerous Tendency of a late poem, entitled, ‘The Rape of the Lock’, to Government and 

Religion, by Esdras Barnivelt, Apoth., (1715) is Pope’s answer to this critic and slander, a 

“letter” where he exaggerates the accusations towards both his person and his poem. A letter 

from Jonathan Swift to Pope in June 1715 suggests that Pope has been thinking about 

speaking up against his critics, and worked on A Key to the Lock for some time.20 This both 

shows that the criticism had affected Alexander, now 27, more than he was willing to admit, 

and that he was eager to prove the critics otherwise. At the time of A Key to the Lock, an 

already enlarged version had been published in 1713 with a dedicatory letter to the lady 

herself, Arabella Fermor. Rumours have it that the poem didn’t fare well with the Fermors, 

and it is likely that Pope revised it and added some more scenes, and, importantly, the 

                                                        
18 Pope commented on the character of Clarissa in later versions: «A new character 
introduced (…) to open more clearly the MORAL of the poem, in a parody of the speech 
of Sarpedon to Glaucus in Homer.» Pope 1908:87)  
19 See Dennis’ letter on The Rape of the Lock, 1728, in Knight, 1968:51.   
20 The letter, written on June 28, comments the following: ”I saw the Key to the Lock but 
yesterday: I think you have changed it a good deal to adapt it to present times.”  
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machinery, to make the poem less “personal” and calm down the family.21 Arabella herself 

was, to Pope’s surprise22, very offended. In the letter to her, Pope ensures his muse that the 

only similarity she shares with Belinda is beauty. It is not until the 1717 version of the The 

Rape of the Lock that we finally find enclosed the speech of Clarissa.  

 

The speeches and their speakers – Sarpedon and Clarissa  
 

Clarissa, Pope notes, is “a new character introduced in the subsequent editions, to open more 

clearly the moral of the poem, in a parody of the speech of Sarpedon to Glaucus in Homer.” 

(Holden 1908:87). Two years have passed since A Key to the Lock defended (through attack) 

the poem and author’s standards, and now Pope makes the final great change to his mock-epic 

leading to the fulfilment of the epic demand of a moral. Clarissa is not an entirely new 

character though; in the earlier versions (as in the final one) she is the one who provides the 

Baron with the fatal scissors. Even though Clarissa is introduced rather late in the poem, she 

turns out to be one of the main characters, together with Belinda, the Baron and, I would 

argue, Thalestris. These characters are the only ones in the poem to have longer sequences of 

speech. The connection/ comparison between Thalestris’ and Clarissa’s speeches should be 

mentioned, as they are complementary – one might say that the first leads to the last. 

Thalestris encourages Belinda in The Cave of Spleen to revenge her honour by pointing out 

the consequences the rape of the lock and the Baron’s bragging might lead to for her. The 

women’s actions are closely connected: Clarissa hands the Baron the scissors that cut the 

lock, Thalestris encourages Belinda to “got to battle”, and once the battle has begun, Clarissa 

speaks out for the first time to calm down Belinda and the belles. At the end of the speech, 

Thalestris calls Clarissa a prude.  

Clarissa’s speech is delivered at the beginning of Canto V, and consists of 26 verses. 

Its place in the poem, and being one of the few utterances in the mock-epic given in direct 

speech in its entirety, makes the speech’s impact on the poem great. This place and 

significance is considerably different from Sarpedon’s speech to Glaucus in the twelfth book 

of the Iliad. The speech makes up some twenty verses of a massive 24-books work, holds no 

                                                        
21 Holden, Introduction to The Rape of the Lock, p. 22. Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 
1909.   
22 Letter to Caryll on November 8, 1712: ”Sir Plume blusters, I hear; nay, the celebrated 
lady herself is offended, and, which is a stranger, not at herself, but me.” Holden 
1908:22)  
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important place, and is like most of the scenes in the Iliad a short and sober description of 

some of the soldiers and their struggles on the battlefield. Clarissa and Sarpedon have 

completely different roles in their respective works; Sarpedon is the king if Lycia and a son of 

a god (Zeus). Nevertheless, both speeches are keys to understanding the entire work. They 

consist of the most important themes and motives summed up and narrowed down to some 

verses. As mentioned several times, the epic’s task according to Le Bossu is to teach truth, 

and through depicting the truth with its problems consequently change the manners and norms 

of society. The epic must therefore always concern itself with the familiar homeland of the 

poet. The moral of the poem consequently offers a solution to these problems. But as we’ve 

already mentioned, a clear morality in the Iliad or Odyssey is difficult to find. We are 

however presented with problems of the poet’s society, most importantly those concerning 

war and piece. Among these is the question of leadership. The action of the Iliad is the fury of 

Achilles, which comes from him reacting to Agamemnon’s unquestioned authority. Achilles 

refuses to accept Agamemnon’s right as king to act like and take what he wants. This theme 

comes up again and again in the portrayal of soldiers dying on the fields for kings they don’t 

know, and for a cause which has nothing to do with their lives. The question of war and peace 

and what causes justify a war is constantly repeated, and the question The Iliad doesn’t try to 

directly answer, but illustrate. Even though the classical epics are representing a set of values 

rather than suggesting a moral improvement to society, I believe that Sarpedon’s speech 

might be the closest we can come to a fixed morality in Homer’s great epic. In this respect, 

Clarissa and Sarpedon are equally important.  

 

We have established the differences and similarities of the speeches. It is now time to look 

closer at the content of the speeches. I will compare Clarissa’s with Sarpedon’s in two 

different translations of the Iliad: by Pope (1715), verses 370-396 and Anthony Verity (2011), 

verses 310-328. References to the texts will be given with (Clarissa and verse) and (Translator 

and verse).   

 

Text and content  
 

Both speeches begin with a rhetorical question concerning the privileges given to some 

people. Why are they worthy of them, what is so special? The people in question are 

somewhat different:  

Glaucus, why are we two especially honoured in Lycia (Verity, Book XII, 310) 
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Why boast we, Glaucus! (…) Why on those shores are we with joy surveyed, (Pope, 

Iliad, 370)  

 

 Say, why are Beauties prais’d and honour’d most (Pope, Clarissa, Canto V, 9)   

 

Those who are special, and consequently specially treated, are in Sarpedon’s case two specific 

individuals, Sarpedon and the captain Glaucus. For Clarissa, the question concerns beautiful 

women in general. This should be further elaborated, though. Since one of the leading themes 

in the Iliad is the question of authorities and leadership, I would argue that the rhetorical 

question asked by Sarpedon does not only concern his examples (Glaucus and himself), but 

most of the characters we meet in the epic (as all of the leading characters are exactly that – 

leaders, in different degrees and status). This underlines the importance of the speech in the 

epic. The question concerns all the leaders in the Iliad, and, as we shall see, clearly questions 

their authority. After all, the mere utterance “why are we two specially honoured in Lycia” 

explicitly questions their right to rule. The example is personal/individual, but it is an example 

of the general. It is quite the other way around in Clarissa’s question: the example is beauties 

in general, but it is directed at one specific beauty: Belinda. Or rather, the question is how the 

general rule applies to her, while in the Iliad the question is how the comments on the 

particular refers to all the other leaders.  

 The ways in which we understand that these people are special are through the 

descriptions of their privileges. After the question of why they are honoured, there follows in 

all speeches a description of how, or in what way. Sarpedon describes their privileges in Lycia 

with food, wine and estates that provide them with whatever they need (fine land, of orchards 

and wheat-bearing land). Even though Sarpedon describes the god-like respect they get from 

all men in Lycia, it is obvious from the text that the most important privileges they have are 

material ones. What privileges then has a belle? From Clarissa’s description they seem to be 

mainly immaterial: fame, admiration and popularity. They are the passion of a wise man, the 

toast of the vain, surrounded by admirers and adored like angels. There are of course material 

privileges for a beauty as well, they are “deck’d with all that Land and Sea afford” (Clarissa 

11), but these material goods seem rather to be the means through which the immaterial 

privileges manifest themselves. The material conditions might however not be as relevant to 

mention for either Pope or Clarissa, since they are both first and foremost addressing and 

interacting with their likes. Everybody at court belongs to an exclusive, wealthy group in 
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England (with the obvious exception of servants, but they are not, though present, addressed 

in the speech). The audience are all members of the same social group who, more or less, 

share the same material wealth. In Sarpedon and Glaucus’ case on the other hand, the said 

privileges are not given, nor are they shared by the soldiers listening to the speech. Sarpedon 

delivers his speech in front of the entire Lycian army, compared to which their material 

wealth and goods become more desirable and enviable.  

 As mentioned, the speeches all begin with asking why someone/something is special. 

Is this question answered? Not completely. In Sarpedon’s speech follows a justification of the 

special treatment. The question ends in a statement, not an answer: “Why are we two 

especially honoured in Lycia (…)?” (Verity 310) and then a long list of examples of the 

honours they receive until the conclusion: “That is why we must now take our stand in the 

first rank / of the Lycians.” (Verity 135-136) The statement contributes to two effects: the first 

is that it establishes the order of things – given that they (Glaucus and Sarpedon) are treated in 

such a way, there must be a justification for it. The other effect is that it underlines the 

responsibility that comes with privilege. “That is why” is an almost surprisingly simple way 

of stating the need for justification. In Pope’s translation on the other hand, the conclusion is a 

part of the question(s), beginning with the conjunction “unless” (which is grammatically unfit 

at the beginning of a sentence). “Unless great acts superior Merit prove” (Pope 378) states 

that the earlier mentioned privileges are pointless if they are not proved by actions: great acts 

make kings great, not merely their status as kings. But it is also clear in this statement, that 

kings are of superior merit, they are born with elevated qualities, and that is why kings rule. It 

is this right that must be proved by great acts. The conclusions made in both Verity and 

Pope’s translations of the Iliad are the same, but they are expressed and developed in an 

opposite way: In Verity, Sarpedon uses the elaborated question as the reason for him and 

Glaucus to join the first rank of the Lycians: the conclusion finds its argument in the question. 

In Pope’s case it is the other way around; the conclusion answers the question – noble actions 

justify special consideration. It is clear that the noble action for kings and leaders in Ancient 

Greece is leading their army into battle.  

 Clarissa’ speech, unsurprisingly, follows the same argument as in Pope’s translation. 

There is no answer to the question why beauties are so praised and honoured, but there can be 

a justification to make the praise valid here as well:  

 ‘Say why are beauties praised and honoured most, 

 The wise man’s passion, and the vain man’s toast? 

 Why decked with all that land and sea afford, 
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 Why angels called and angels like adored?(…) 

 How vain are all these glories, all our pains, 

Unless good sense preserve what beauty gains: 

That men might say, when we the front box grace,  

Behold the first in virtue as in face! (Clarissa 9-12, 15-18)  

However, she also states that there might be no reason for the praise at all. It is clearly stated 

that beauty and its privileges are vain unless they are followed by good sense. So the answer 

to Clarissa’s rhetorical question could also be that there is no reason for these “glories”, this 

adoration. The word “unless” is also completely without compromises; it opens for no other 

solution than the one offered, namely, good sense. There is a problem here: Clarissa offers no 

clear explanation of what beauty actually gains. The spoils of beauty are, as we’ve said, 

mainly immaterial: fame and adoration. Sarpedon suggests joining the front rank in war as the 

only way of defending their glory, but Clarissa rather points to another quality/virtue – good 

sense, which in itself is (almost) as imprecise as beauty. Good sense in Clarissa’s meaning is 

closely attached to virtue and being sensible, in the meaning of accepting old age as it 

inevitably comes, as well as learning (who would learn an earthly thing of use?). Merit seems 

to be the outcome of good sense (charms strike sight, but Merit wins the soul); everything you 

learned and did, that made you accept life as it is. In this sense, good sense seems to be the 

early stage of wisdom.  

  What this states rather clearly, though, is that beauty is worthless on its own. And we 

might also ask whether the justification also changes what is being honoured? If beauty is 

worthless on its own, but good sense justifies the adoration and privileges – might the 

celebrated virtue/quality actually be good sense? In that case the speech would indeed be the 

moral conclusion of the poem. But I am not sure whether it is right to talk about Clarissa’s 

“good sense” as a “justification”. If we compare Pope’s translation of Sarpedon’s speech to 

Clarissa’s, we see the points expressed very differently. From what Sarpedon says, there is no 

reason to adore him and Glaucus as gods “unless great acts superior Merit prove”, but 

Clarissa says “unless good Sense preserve what Beauty gains” (my italics). Good sense 

doesn’t justify the adoration of beauty, but preserves the benefits of it. In this case good 

humour/sense is not a higher, more admirable quality, but a supplementary one. There can 

come something good from beauty, but the belle depends on good sense to gain these 

benefits.      



 64 

 The different justifications/answers of the speeches show us different values in the two 

different oeuvres and times. Let us compare what the noble actions that justify privileges are 

according Sarpedon (700BC) and Clarissa (18th century):  

 

Going into battle – having good sense 

 

The justification in the Iliad is very straightforward, while the justification that Clarissa gives 

in The Rape is less clear-cut.  Having good sense is after all not a quality posessed, or even 

accessible, by everyone, it is a much harder order one to follow.  

However, right after this conclusion, there comes a little twist, and a much more 

intricate and difficult part of both speeches follows. Both Sarpedon and Clarissa now clearly 

state that this virtue, this nobility, is a necessity – something which must be done. An analysis 

shows again how closely Pope has constructed Clarissa’s speech after the Iliad:  

 

My dear Friend, if we two could escape from this war  

And were certain to live for ever, ageless and immortal, 

I would not myself fight in the first Ranks, nor  

Would I send you into Battle where Men win Glory; (Sarpedon, Verity, 322-325)   

  

 Could all our Care elude the gloomy Grave, 

 Which claims no less the fearful than the brave, 

 For lust of Fame I should not vainly dare 

 In fighting Fields, nor urge your soul to War. (Sarpedon, Pope, 387-390) 

  

 Oh! If to dance all night and dress all day, 

 Charm’d the smallpox or chas’d old age away; 

 Who would not scorn what huswife’s cares produce, 

 Or who would learn an earthly thing of use? (Clarissa, 19-22)  

  

The right thing to do in order to maintain or justify your honour is to go into battle, or have 

good sense. But this would not be necessary if the world had been different. In an ideal world, 

there would be no need for you to do the right thing – you could “dance all night and dress all 

day”, stay in Lycia with your privileges; there would be no need to go to battle or be 

honourable. Thus, honour, nobility and merit are qualities that are necessary due to conditions 
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in society, in real life. In the Iliad, in the Greek city states at the time of the Iliad, the social 

structure of the society, though unjust, was an efficient way to organize the states that made 

out the greatest civilizations of the time. Having leaders taking the responsibility is 

doubtlessly important in times of war. Now, from what we understand from Sarpedon, it is 

clear that both he and Glaucus act beyond what common duty expects: “Certainly those who 

rule us are not without glory, (…) There is also noble valour in them, it seems, because they 

fight in the first ranks of the Lycians” (Verity 318, 320-321, my italics). We learn from this 

that it is not given that leaders expose themselves to the same danger as common soldiers, and 

that Glaucus and Sarpedon truly are worthy of their praise. Pope in his translation expresses it 

even more clearly: “with wondering Eyes our martial Bands / behold our Deeds transcending 

our Commands” (Pope 382-383, my italics). This transition is what makes them worthy of 

their position – “such, they may cry, deserve the sov’reign State” (Pope 384, my italics). This 

brings us back to the question of leadership and authority again. Good leaders deserve the 

respect they get – and their leadership, their right to rule, is not questioned. The plot of the 

Iliad shows the exact opposite: Achilles’ rage towards Agamemnon for taking what is not 

rightfully his (in this case Briseïs, whom he considers his property). The truth applies to all 

leaders: if they don’t walk in front of their army as an example and motivation, they risk 

rebellion. This is one of the reason’s going to battle is a necessity.  

 There is another reason to go to battle and chose your death, namely that death comes 

anyway. The choice of Sarpedon and Glaucus is not between living happily ever after in 

peaceful Lycia or dying in front of the Trojan city walls, it is a choice between dying with 

glory in the Trojan War, and dying without glory later in Lycia.  

 The life which other pay, let us bestow, 

 And give to Fame what we to Nature owe; (Pope 393-394) 

By living we owe our life to death, and this must somehow be paid. Sarpedon, like so many of 

the heroes in the Trojan war, clearly prefers to give his life in a glorious way than having 

nature claiming it at old age. One might call it a stoic approach, that we must accept that we 

will die and therefore it is better to die at one’s own choice, but more importantly it points out 

a clear value of the time: that one should be worthy of one’s privileges, and that it is better to 

be dead with glory, than alive without. A glorious death could be seen as another reason for 

joining the soldiers.     

 What is it then about 18th century society in England that makes good sense a 

necessity? The subjects in need of good sense in Clarissa’s speech are women. Given 

women’s position in society and their lack of control of own life and destiny, good humour 
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becomes necessary.  But considering the rest of the speech, it seems obvious that good 

sense/humour was probably not the most admirable quality; Clarissa explicitly states that 

good sense maintains what beauty gains – it never has a higher value than beauty. We should 

not ignore the importance and impact of beauty in Belinda and Pope’s society. Considering 

the conditions under which women lived, they had very little to recommend themselves (as 

potential brides) apart from beauty (and money, of course). Sure “merit wins the soul”, but 

only secondary: it is charms that “strike the sight”. A woman first and formerly depends on 

her beauty or fortune, but even with these desirable qualities the business of her marriage was 

not under her control. Marriages were alliances and social contracts. Good sense then 

becomes an important value to be sure, a quality that saves women from depression and 

spleen. Like the soldiers must accept that death comes no matter what they do, whether they 

meet it in the battle field or hide away in Lycia, women must accept their secondary position 

in the world, their lack of control of own life and destiny.  

But good sense offers another advantage than stoical wisdom; Clarissa clearly says 

that “good sense preserve what beauty gains” – good sense can take advantage of the 

privileges provided by beauty. Society and love is a game, and if you have good sense you 

can play by the rules and master the game. Beauty can consequently lead to marriage, but that 

depends on the belle’s ability to win both the “sight” and the “soul”. We are also told of the 

consequence of playing the game wrong: “she who scorns a man must die a maid”. This verse 

has made Pope a victim of several feminist attacks since the early 20th century, and by the 

(shallow) look of it quite rightly so. But we must see the verse in its textual context as well as 

in its historical light. Clarissa merely states what will happen to those who are not able to 

benefit from their beauty and put it to use in finding a proper husband. It also shows what 

happens to a woman who does not possess the good sense providing her to accept her destiny, 

a woman who might refuse to marry a man elected to her by her family. She might of course 

do so, but know the risk: she who scorns a man must die a maid.  

 

Untying the satire  
 

What does this tell us? We now know which qualities are considered especially honourable in 

the Iliad and The Rape of the Lock, and that their status as such come from their necessity. 

This necessity is dependent on social conditions. In Sarpedon’s speech we understand quite 

clearly that an ideal world would be one where there was no need to go to war and die in an 

honourable way. It is however unclear what the ideal world in The Rape of the Lock would 
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look like; Pope (or Clarissa) doesn’t give us any alternatives. Would the ideal world be one 

where beauty never goes away, or would it rather be one where beauty is secondary to good 

sense and humour; where morality and integrity, merit, is in the high seat? But satire does not 

need an alternative example, its job is merely to comment on what is not ideal. This is one of 

the reasons why it is difficult to properly understand: there seems to be a standard missing. 

We remember from the introduction that Ruben Quintero stated that “Satire cannot function 

without a standard against which readers can compare its subject” (Quintero 2007:3), and that 

standard is the case in the real world. But without a clear suggestion on how it should be, a 

goal for the satire, it is easily misinterpreted.  

Why and how do we then understand that this obviously is criticism or satire? Let us 

look at the dressing table scene in the first Canto. How do we understand that Pope’s mix of 

objects on the table is highly ironical? There are no comments on the dressing table 

concerning the true value of the different objects; we have no guidelines as to how to read it. 

Still most of us would argue that this is satire, that this inability to distinguish the important 

from the trivial is the mark of a society where something is fundamentally wrong. Yet, maybe 

“fundamentally wrong” is an exaggeration, Pope’s tone is never moralising or criticising – it 

rather tells the truth the way it is, and leaves it to the reader to separate the meaning for 

themselves. A rather democratic/kind/wise approach, where those who recognize the folly can 

judge as they like, but those who do not can ignore it.  

 

Both the Baron and Clarissa draw focus on what is ultimately “the end”: spinsterhood is one 

option, and the other one is wedlock. Both inevitably involve age and locks turning to grey 

(indeed, this is the reason why “she who scorns a man must die a maid”). What the belles are 

left with, if they’ve been worthy of all their praise as beauties, is the good sense and humour. 

Now, Clarissa helps the Baron in stealing the lock, by handing him the unfortunate scissors at 

the end of Canto III. “Such ladies in the Romance assist their Knight” shows that the pair are 

somewhat of allies in the poem – they both expose the different games of the court. The 

Baron of course exposes the ultimate goal of all of Belinda’s preparations in front of the 

mirror, the purpose of all her earthly spoils and goods, her spoils of war, her conduct at court 

and during game of Ombre (which literary means “man”) – it is all part of a game of sexual 

interaction and flirtation where the ultimate goal is marriage, uniting man and woman. 

Several theorists have asked whether Belinda does not in fact want the Baron to have the 

lock? (See Hugo M. Reichard’s “The Love Affair in Pope’s The Rape of the Lock” in Hunt 

1968, and Brooks) Of course she does, but as Cleanth Brooks has observed, she would only 
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surrender it on the proper terms – marriage. This game is a hidden one, it is never spelled out 

what is really going on between the beaux and belles, but surely there would be no need to. 

Most identify very well with the game; we are not surprised at the Baron’s advances. The 

belles on the other hand are, and this is important because it shows the specific, defining rule 

of this game: we pretend to not know the bet. The game is subtle, it is to a certain degree 

unconscious, and one is never supposed to say it out loud. If it is exposed, the game is over 

(or at least changes character). In this respect, the game hasn’t changed much during the last 

centuries: dating remains the same play of pretending not to know the other person’s 

intentions. The intention should never be mentioned; it is supposed to “happen” almost 

spontaneously. If the intention is exposed too soon and abruptly, the result of the game is 

often confusion and offence. This is exactly what happens when the Baron steals the lock – he 

identifies and exposes the game by taking its proper goal, possession of Belinda’s lock, the 

symbol of her submission (and maidenhood of course). In the introduction to this chapter I 

said that the object of ridicule in The Rape of the Lock is easily identified as the belles and 

beaux, coquettes and fops, if you like. It is something in their conduct or the thoughts and 

values they express that make them ridiculous. Again and again it has been mentioned that 

Belinda’s reaction is the overreaction of a hysteric, but is this true? Is there anything in the 

conduct of the other characters that contrast Belinda’s, and points out her unreasonableness? 

There is no such example to find, not only concerning her overreaction but also her general 

“shallow” state as a coquette. In The Rape of the Lock, Belinda is a master example of the 

way to success in the social life at court. She masters all of the games brilliantly, she is 

everything the other belles want to be, what all the beaux want and desire.  

 Bright as the Sun, her Eyes the Gazers strike, 

 And, like the Sun, they shine on all alike.  

 Yet graceful Ease, and sweetness void of Pride, 

 Might hide her Faults, if Belles have Faults to hide: 

There is no doubt that Belinda behaves exactly according to the expectations of society – at 

least the social ones. What about Belinda’s famous exaggeration, are we given any 

alternatives to this? Clarissa’s speech would be the closest we come to a suggestion of an 

alternative reaction, but Clarissa doesn’t actually comment on the theft, or Belinda’s reaction. 

Her speech is a comment upon values, and she, like the Baron, points out the stakes: she who 

scorns a man must die a maid. But if we are to consider the rules of proper social conduct, I 

would argue that Belinda has very few options than to play the game exactly as she does – 

claiming ignorance and surprise at the Baron’s assault. Surely, reacting with less indignation, 
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shock and surprise might be more stoical, but it would also mean admitting a deeper 

knowledge of the game than she, according to propriety, should have. Thalestris’ speech 

accurately points out the possible consequences of the rape – the Baron’s bragging might 

seem as a proof of the pair being more intimately acquainted than what was accepted. It could 

lead to her ruin. Indeed, she should be offended by the Baron’s assault; the rules of society 

give her no other alternatives. Clarissa is of course aware of this, hence the stoicism, which 

also gives a kind of power; an important part of stoicism is after all not to be moved (and thus 

dependent) by the world around you. “What then remains” – what other choices do they have, 

than to “keep good humour still whate’er we lose?” Clarissa exposes the game when she 

spells out the risks: if you don’t want to play, you eventually die a maid, or you can accept 

your destiny and work on your good humour.  

 It seems clear to me that we therefore can conclude that the object of ridicule is not the 

coquettes, but the society where such behaviour and values are seen as necessary, a society 

that celebrates beauty more than merit, and where an understandable reaction is an 

overreaction even though it corresponds to the official values. The expectations to 

conduct/behaviour are contradictory to the state of the world. We see again that appearance is 

the most important virtue, and appearance does not need to correspond with truth, with what 

actually is the case. In such a society, the coquettes are not ridiculous per se; they are only 

ridiculous as a part of the system. When Belinda fails to see the difference between the theft 

of a lock of hair and a real rape, it is because she lives in a world where the appearance of 

something values as much as the truth.  

 

Conventions  
 

It is time to return to the previous chapter, which ended with a conclusion of the importance 

of the reader’s recognition, her ability to do what Belinda apparently cannot – separate the 

different objects/symbols of value. This was not a recognition depending on historical 

knowledge, but the understanding of competing values: religious and secular, important and 

trivial. We finally reach the much-discussed conventions. Our, and Belinda’s, ability to 

separate these different values depends on us being told what is important and not – our 

education. These values are not innate; one has to learn that the Bible is of far bigger 

consequence than a love letter. Without knowledge of a particular society’s belief system, and 

the subsequent norms, the confusion would not make sense. We need hardly note the impact 

of historical and cultural knowledge – fewer today might see this degradation of the bible to 
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the same importance as a billet-doux as a strange thing, on the contrary many in the secular 

world will find a personal love letter far more interesting and important for their lives than the 

Bible. At Pope’s time however, the mistake would be much graver, adding power to the 

satirist’s play of the moral confusion. It is culturally dependent whether one recognises the 

values mixed. Belinda either lacks this knowledge, does not care or does not understand. 

When analysing this, we should consider two factors: the real Belinda, Arabella Fermor’s, 

reaction, and the different versions of the poem. As mentioned in the beginning of this 

chapter, a possible reason for Pope to revise the poem might have to do with the Fermor’s 

negative reaction. She saw clearly the ridicule her character was exposed to, even though this 

did not just concern her (“Sir Plume” was even more offended). But the speech intended to 

“open up more clearly the morality of the poem” (Pope’s own comment) didn’t appear until 

1717. The inclusion of the speech doesn’t mean that the earlier versions were without any 

moral point, or that the speech is the only place in the poem where we understand that the 

society depicted is under critical attack. We understand from the very first Canto that The 

Rape of the Lock is a satiric poem commenting a very artificial society, but it might be the 

case that readers have seen the poem as just as artificial, without understanding that Pope has 

employed an shallow form to mirror a shallow society. The difference created by Clarissa’s 

speech is that a character actually comments on the superficiality of the other characters, and 

the moral point is at last clearly spelled out. However, Belinda and the other coquettes’ 

behaviour is not attacked by Clarissa. Considering the qualities emphasized by her, Belinda 

does not act contrary to Clarissa’s standards. Does she not show good humour? Is she not 

virtuous? Indeed she is. But the point is that the underlying reason for this good humour and 

virtue is a vain one. Such qualities are seen as a means of attraction to the same degree as 

beauty and “coquetterie”. In this case, the goal does not justify the means; on the contrary – 

the goal makes the means less admirable. Clarissa’s speech surprisingly reveals that good 

humour is valuable in its own essence.  

 

There is no recommendation from Pope, nor is there a clear criticism or satire. This is what 

makes the speech so different from the rest of the poem; we leave the ridicule and the mock-

epic. Nevertheless, the speech, like Sarpedon’s, works a representation of the poem in its 

entirety, because it expresses the moral point and inhabits the same patience that marks the 

tone that is so characteristic for The Rape of the Lock. No pointing fingers, no lectures – the 

one moral lecture we get is Clarissa’s patient advice of good sense and humour. The poem is 

sincere. The clear morality offered by Clarissa is not an ironical one. In her speech, Pope 
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shows through Clarissa that he has indeed understood what the rape of the lock and Arabella’s 

subsequent anger is actually about – the choices Belinda and her likes have, what her 

alternatives in this situation is. Even though Pope never offers a solution to the problems that 

make patience and acceptance the best weapons, with the finger is raised at a society where 

appearance trumps truth. Let us bear in mind that Alexander Pope was not like Belinda, he 

didn’t possess the qualities that made her shine in society. It is obvious that Pope is charmed 

and fascinated by this brilliant world, and perhaps being on the outside, looking in, provided 

him with the opportunity to observe, reflect and describe.  

 

For once in the poem a character speaks her mind without employing any irony or satire; the 

speech is to be read precisely the way it is. For once, meaning is calmly waiting to be seized.    
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Conclusion 
 

 

Early in Cynthia Wall’s edition of The Rape of the Lock, she writes about the 18th century that 

“Everything is, and is not, what it appears be”. I read this sentence before I had read the 

poem, and before I knew that I would be spending the next two years in the delightful, witty 

and mischievous company of Alexander Pope. Yet, this little sentence, impossible in its logic, 

struck me to the degree that it has stayed present in my mind during all the work. To me, it 

sums up the essence of the 18th century, the world of Pope and most of all, the poetry of The 

Rape of the Lock. Very early in my reading, I discovered that one argument just as easily 

contradicts the same theory it suggests and supports. I have made this claim repeatedly in this 

thesis. I found it surprisingly difficult to get a sense of the poem (but then, as my advisor 

commented, why would it be easy?) without understanding why. The language, though old, is 

not ancient; the construction in no way a maze that needs to be untied. On the contrary, it was 

easy to read, easy to understand, but in this simplicity the meaning of what I read was hard to 

pin down. Or meaning was, like the sylphs, slipping away. What needed to be untied was the 

meaning behind the clear-cut phrases. One soon discovers that the verses are not meant to be 

read the way they are written. Never before have I payed such attention to a preposition, a 

comma, a verb. The more I read I understood that everything really was, and was not, what it 

appeared to be, and the reason why I found that difficult to comprehend was because I am not 

used to perceive something as both this and that. For a long time, I tried to decide for myself 

whether Belinda was a “frivolous tease” or a goddess, if the sylphs were imaginary or real (in 

the poem), and whether I should treat the poem as serious or comic. The answer is that it is 

all.  

 

A constant comic?  
 

What has been a great fascination for me since I began my studies in literature, is how 

surprisingly easy it is to read and enjoy texts from times and societies with which I have very 

little in common. I say enjoy, not understand, for I am in no way claiming that I understand 

and find every part of an ancient Greek comedy entertaining. As a modern reader (without 
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any particular knowledge of antiquity, or the languages) I often miss points, references and 

jokes that would be immediately obvious to readers in the past. Still, reading these texts 

comes from a humble motivation: that of simply being entertained and learn a bit at the same 

time (just as Horace would have wanted it). The pleasures, laughs and shocks I get from 

comedies like The Frogs or Lysistrata have convinced me of certain things. The first is that 

people will be people; there are some basic similarities in human experience that makes it 

possible for me to laugh with audiences that lived over two thousand years ago. Second, that 

this is the case especially in comedies. Even though I can feel sorry for epic and tragic heroes, 

there is an entirely different reality between us. I cannot relate to their problems in any natural 

way. It should not be too controversial to explain this with the different personages – 

comedies deal with common people. It is obvious that I can more naturally identify with petty 

quarrels, dealing with difficult and ridiculous people in an eternal effort of convincing people 

to oblige me. Even though their quarrels and schemes are unlikely, R.B. Gill is mistaken 

when he says that such careful construction of a play might break with the principle of 

mimesis (Gill 2006:241). On the contrary, the exaggerations are necessary tools made to wake 

and shake people up, to make us see things for what they actually are. They are more real, 

because they in their illustrations and exaggerations represent reality to a degree that makes 

more people see it more clearly. Art wakes us up from our habit. This is what we see so 

clearly in The Rape of the Lock as well, that Pope through all his word games (and games in 

general), exaggerations and supernatural intervention has created a world so accurate and 

close to his own that this is partly what made out his fame. However, it must be said that The 

Rape of the Lock is not an easily approachable poem – in some ways it is less approachable 

even than Greek or medieval comic texts. There is no clear narrative, no clear heroes, no clear 

moral. The core of it, however, is perfectly understandable to a degree that should warn us 

from drawing conclusions too fast. It is easy to project our own ideas and conventions onto 

poets and texts that probably never would recognise them as his own. I am prepared to give 

Alexander Pope much more revolutionary ideas than there probably is reason for. There is an 

important reason for this, and to find it we should return to the levels of make-believe. 

 

 

A double ridicule 
 

In the three chapters of the thesis, we have separately analysed three important aspects of the 

poem: the sylphs, the heroine Belinda and Clarissa’s speech. They each represented a sphere 
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of fiction and reality, where different rules apply. They also represented important elements in 

the classic epic: machinery, hero and the morality. The three chapters in this thesis each 

treated one of the keys to the lock. It was proposed that these keys are essential to the 

understanding of the poem; or rather that understanding them is essential for understanding 

the poem in its entirety. I claimed that due to the poem’s complexity, consisting of so many 

different levels and layers of meaning, the most constructive way to approach it is by looking 

at different parts separately, and then see how they eventually make out the answer to the 

puzzle together.  

The relation between the spheres is close, for different reasons: myth is close to fiction 

because the stories (most likely) are made up, but it is nevertheless not fiction because a myth 

claims a certain truth. Nor are myths a part of the real-life sphere, because despite them claiming 

a certain truth, they cannot be considered an acknowledged truth. The real-life sphere is much 

clearer to separate from fiction and myth, even though even the most sceptical of us must 

acknowledge that fictional factors play an important role in our everyday life. The game of 

make-believe does after all take place in the real-life sphere. What is important for the further 

conclusion is that there is a close relationship between reality and fiction, and where there is 

fiction in reality, there is much more reality in fiction. But in order to successfully experience 

the fiction, we need imagination, our ability to translate the text into images and meaning. This 

is how we learn and take the lessons of the reading with us, and this is also the last level of 

reality. We therefore never escape ourselves, our place in the “real” world or our knowledge 

and abilities. We can of course affect and increase them, but in the very moment of reading, the 

imagination is spontaneous and unconscious. The activity of reading is in this way completely 

eternal, and inevitably momentary. Eternal and momentary do not exclude one another; on the 

contrary they rely on one another. A work of fiction is eternal because of it momentariness. 

Every new reading will contribute with something different, and thus the work will be seen 

differently. This does not weaken the satire – it opens it and makes the critique wider. Thus, the 

text carries with it a double ridicule emerges: the ridicule of the 18th century, and the ridicule I 

perceive in 2018. As I can never quite free myself of my own reality and situation, the time of 

the reading will always play a part in the comprehension, and thus a component in the text. This 

does of course depend on the text as well. In the introduction I cited Northrop Frye, who says 

that an object of satire cannot be too specific or limited – then it will be irrelevant and forgotten 

very quickly. When we react on satire written decades, centuries or millennials ago, it is because 

they contain something eternal or common in human experience that we still relate to (Frye 

1957: 224).    
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 We can see this in an excellent example from the poem, where we see all of the 

spheres at work. In Canto II, Ariel has put fifty sylphs in charge of guarding Belinda’s 

petticoat. The costs for sleeping on duty is high:  

 Whatever Spirit, careless of his Charge, 

His Post neglects, or leaves the Fair at large, 

Shall feel sharp Vengeance soon o’ertake his Sins, 

Be stopped in Vials, or transfixed with Pins;  

Or plunged in Lakes of bitter Washes lie, 

Or wedged whole ages in a Bodkin’s Eye: 

Gums and pomatums shall his flight restrain, 

While clogged he beats his silken Wings in Vain; 

Or Alum styptics with contracting Power 

Shrink his thin essence like a rivelled Flower: 

Or, as Ixion fixed, the wretch shall feel  

The giddy motion of the whirling Mill, 

In Fumes of burning Chocolate shall glow, 

And tremble at the sea that froths below! (II 123-136) 

These verses are on their own able make the reader understand that guarding Belinda’s 

petticoat is serious business indeed. On the fictional level we understand how important Ariel 

considers this task. But there is also a myth applied here, that of the Greek king Ixion. Ixion 

was punished for a serious crime: the murder of his father in law over some stolen horses. His 

punishment was to be broken on a wheel in Hades for eternity. A sylph who fails to protect 

Belinda does not go to Hades, but is to be crushed in a chocolate grinder, which sounds rather 

painful too. We have different options in humour here: one is to laugh at the ridiculously hard 

punishments for what to us seems like an easy mistake. The second comic element is that the 

punishments are rather funny: being broken in a chocolate grinder, no doubt painful, is 

inevitably comic. For those who know the myth of Ixion (and in Pope’s time there would 

probably be quite many) there is added yet another element to the verses: the comparison of 

the crimes. Most would agree that it is far worse to kill your father in law than leaving a 

charge alone for a little while. But to the sylphs, there is no differences between these actions. 

This is an elegant demonstration of the main topic in The Rape of the Lock: how elegant 

society has confused values and treats trivial matters with epic importance. And it is this 

confusion which is the object and cause of the ridiculous. As we see there are different 

degrees in which we perceive the ridicule.  
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This has to do with conventions. We expect people to treat matters according to their 

importance, we expect people to be relative. But finding a clear set of conventions in The 

Rape of the Lock turned out to be difficult. I did not find the “rules” of Pope’s own society 

where I thought they would be to find: in Clarissa’s speech. Since it has been claimed that her 

speech is the provider of the morality in the poem, I thought it a natural place to look. But 

even though it teaches us the importance of good humour in a lady, it does not give us any 

standards to compare it with. The place in the poem where we find the clearest mirror of the 

society behind it is where the conventions quite literary unfold themselves to us: “What 

guards the purity of melting maids” – the conventions and expectations that prevent us from 

doing something we desire instead of what is right or smart. It is of course the sylphs who 

clearly present to us the conventions of eighteenth century expectations. They are the 

conventions of fine society. And it is ridicule that give them this function, because it is 

through ridicule that we understand that they are a rather twisted image of what we recognise 

as important. Satire unfolds itself in the sylphs. Through artistic devices, employing the 

mythical material of the Rosicrucian Fraternity, reality has been exposed to us – three 

hundred years later. Due to the close relation between the ridiculous and conventions, my 

2018-conventions must be a part of the game.  

The relation between the sylphs and real life conventions are much more subtle than 

the parody of the epic I claimed in the chapter on Belinda and the mock-epic, that the 

mocking of Belinda and her likes inevitably becomes a mocking of Achilles and the mock-

epic genre because the parallels between Belinda and Achilles, though exaggerated, are still 

obvious. As I said, we recognise Achilles when Belinda is at her silliest. 

There is however, some other verses in the poem, easily overlooked, that give the 

impression of trying to put things right. Pope with some subtle verses where he lets us have a 

look beyond the green room and out on the real world:  

 Meanwhile, declining from the noon of day, 

 The Sun obliquely shoots his burning Ray; 

 The hungry Judges soon the sentence sign, 

 And Wretches hang that Jury Men will dine. (III 19-22)  

Beyond the glamour and conflicts at the court, there is a real world happening, and the 

references to this world throw a darker shadow through the windows of Hampton court. With 

the mentioning of “wretches”, soon sentenced to death because the executors of justice are 

hungry, and the description of Arabia, India and Africa kept in boxes in Belinda’s 

bedchamber, we are given problems to compare with those perceived at court by Belinda, and 
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especially the sylphs. Furthermore, by bringing the notion of injustice, poverty and 

exploitation, the poem immediately becomes more political. These verses, some of the few we 

get from outside the palace walls, are placed between a description of the splendour of 

Hampton court where “Great Anna! whom three Realms obey / Dost sometimes counsel take, 

/ and sometimes Tea” (III 7-8), and Belinda arriving in all her splendour at court with her 

entourage of admirers and sylphs. What makes the verses so powerful is the word 

“Meanwhile”, which immediately brings to mind that while the court and the Sovereign pass 

their days in comfort, joy and luxury, real people struggle. The Queen is equally eager as the 

judges to be done with business and duties, as it is suggested that sometimes when she comes 

to Hampton she takes counsel, and sometimes she just has tea. This couplet can both mean 

that sometimes the Queen is at court for counsels and sometimes just for tea, but it could also 

imply that sometimes she ignores the counsels she gets, and focuses on her tea. This is a much 

more serious implication which could indicate that she (and the judges) unlike Sarpedon and 

Glaucus fail to do what her high position requires – protect her subjects. She is then partly to 

blame for the misery they suffer. I am honestly not sure about how hard the satire strikes here, 

and if the poem makes such accusations. Yet, the implication is there in black on white, 

expressed through Pope’s exquisite use of zeugma. One should neither forget that the people 

the poem originally was directed at were part of a religious minority with limited rights and 

subjects to injustice and abuse from the ruling majority. With six verses the poet manages to 

bring this whole dimension in to his little “jest”.  

These implications are again something that can easily be overlooked. The reader 

might simply not notice them or fail to reflect on them, and again we see how the satire 

depends on its receiver. At least that is the case for this satire (what Frye calls first-phase 

satire (Jemielity 2006:24)), which never wants to dramatically change the world, but rather 

ask what possibilities we have within the existing conventions. Even though the poet might 

criticize the ruling power, there is no off-with-their-heads rhetoric – or implications. The poet 

recognises the faults of the society and communicate them to those who understand. And that 

might be why we have so many different readers. Another author who does something similar 

is Jane Austen, whose descriptions of her own time and society are even more famous than 

those of Pope. Many reject Austen’s novels as mere “ladies novels” without substance, 

merely focusing on a romantic heroine’s quest to find a husband. One can easily read her 

novels as such, but then one fails to understand the irony that constantly hovers over the 

heroines and their seemingly idyllic lives on the privileged countryside. I also believe, and 

since this is the conclusion I allow myself to believe a bit, that you can chose to overlook this 
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and simply be entertained by the delightful narratives. But the result is a completely different 

reading and outcome. However, if these faults in Elizabeth Bennet’s society were directly 

exposed and ridiculed, chances are big that Pride and Prejudice never would have gotten its 

popularity and place in the literary history. Again, too sharp a critic will soon be outdated. Of 

course this does not exclude harsh criticism, but it insists on it being subtle. Satire, as we have 

seen, can be both.  

 

 

 

A ridiculous reality  
 

In the introduction, I wrote that The Rape of the Lock gives an impression of ridicule. I now 

think that the word impression is a rather fitting one. Satire and comedy provide feelings more 

than anything, and it is so dependent on the different receiver that their personal impressions 

are a correct way of referring to their experience with the text. The ridiculous impression rises 

from our inability to “have it both ways”. We have difficulties with perceiving something as 

both a trifle and a serious offence. The idea of something being the same as its opposite 

strikes us as ridiculous and absurd. Whereas the sylphs are unable of relativity, we on the 

other hand seem to rely too much on what is relative, we need to perceive things within their 

relative relations. When comedy’s quest is to make order out of chaos, this appeals to us 

because we prefer to relate to things in their proper places, with their proper significance. Or 

in other words: according to their conventions. This is the words we come back to conclude 

with. The important theory I started the writing the thesis from was that of conventions as a 

set of rules to ease the social game. We must now forget that even though rules seem like the 

least playful invention there is, rules are what creates the game. This also applies to society: 

we need social rules to better understand and succeed in human interaction. Anarchy leaves 

little space to play in. The poem can be seen as easily as a trifle, nothing more than a 

humorous jest that is not to be taken so seriously. Properly enough, this reflects the incident 

itself, which can be seen as a misunderstood approach where no real damage was made, but 

one can also appreciate the vaster meaning of such an intrusion. The poem can be seen as a 

jest, a delightful little frolic, or it can be appreciated as a grand and modern mock-epic, 

dealing with very real people and very real circumstances.  

 Let us once more before we end touch upon eternity, which is the outspoken wish at 

the end of the poem. When the lock has been cut off, what chances are there of restoring it? 
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What is Belinda to do with the lock when she regains it? How could Pope end his poem in a 

good way? It is of course the machinery, which is to be used for the greatest necessities23, that 

must come to the rescue, and like the gods carry the hero away from the battlefield, 

supernatural powers lift the lock up to the skies, where it becomes a star.  

When those fair Suns shall set, as set they must, 

And all those tresses shall be laid in Dust; 

This Lock, the Muse shall consecrate to Fame, 

And 'midst the Stars inscribe Belinda's Name! (V 147-150) 

After all the mock-battles and petty quarrels at the court, we are reminded that death is still 

real, and hovering over Belinda’s unworried world, and that even her beauty will fade. But, 

not all of it – her lock has become a star that will shine and “glitter”, and forever remind 

people of Belinda’s beauty. Let us for one last time admire the rhymes that end the poem. 

What could be more correct and more merciless than the pair “must” and “dust”? With these 

“reasonable rhymes”, the poet sums up the inevitable end that waits us all, including the poet 

himself. But there is one way in which beauty can prevail, and that is of course in art; in the 

lays of Alexander Pope, whose name will be just as famous as Belinda’s. But the last verses 

are no moral conclusion or reminder of what should be important, no establishing of order in 

the chaos. Fame seems bleak in the shadow of death and dust. Even though the poem, and 

thus a part of Belinda and the poet live on, they will be dust and not know. With the pairing of 

“fame” and “name”, we are back at the core of what seemed to be the object of ridicule: 

appearance, and its absolute importance. With death however, there is no more appearance. 

The only alternative we have is to accept this with good humour.  

 
It is now 301 years since the final version of The Rape of the Lock, introducing Clarissa’s 

speech, and it has by no means lost its relevance. Surely, some dust needs to be brushed off 

here and there, some Greek kings, nymphs and gods must be looked up, but the main points 

remain just as important: what image we want to present ourselves with, what importance we 

give to different elements, and, of course, what right others have to approach us. But most of 

all, the question that I have been left with from my work with The Rape of the Lock is how 

we as individuals can best adapt and relate to the people around us. How do we live together? 

How can we best accept rules that limit how we express ourselves? There are two answers 

offered by The Rape of the Lock, and they are as expected opposites: we can accept our 

                                                        
23 «A Receit to make an Epick Poem», Pope 1968: 28.  
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position and situation with good humour and sense “still what e’er we lose” and hope that 

merit will, after all, win us happiness. Or, we can do as our fierce heroine: not accept these 

rules and try to dictate a life of our own. Much can be learned from both Clarissa and Belinda, 

and luckily, we do not have to choose. We can, actually have it both ways. The goal of any 

game of make-believe should be to come out of the game a little wiser, and this might be the 

closest to reality a text can come. Because even though what we have read, heard or seen is 

not real per se, the impression and effect it makes in us might stay, and this, indeed, is very 

real.  
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